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Abstract 
 
“Apollo is god of both poetry and healing” (Bolton, 2011) 
 
Operation “Homecoming” Australia is a practice-led research project designed to facilitate 
change in the community of female Defence Force veterans integrating into civilian life. The 
latest studies demonstrate that a substantial gap exists in our understanding of this 
community and emphasise the need to devise practical strategies to assist female veterans 
to carve out an identity within the existing veteran community (Crompvoets, 2011). The 
project aimed at designing an innovative narrative-based practice to help female veterans 
recognise, embrace and articulate their new identities. The project employed a hybrid 
methodology that included theoretical modes based on and around narrative enquiry, and is 
determined by the practice-led nature of the research.  The project integrated a case study 
approach and creative practice. Through the series of oral history interviews, creative 
writing, including poetry, journaling and digital storytelling conducted in the non-
threatening environment of the participants’ homes and at their own pace, the participants 
unpacked complex issues related to their difficult homecomings.  The outcomes of the 
projects are both tangible and intangible. The participants affirmed that various modes of 
narrative reconstructions helped to transform their traumatic memories into tolerable 
forms and made them more manageable. They were aware that they were holding the 
power over the process at all times; this created a sense of agency and personal 
achievement. The study identified the gaps in research and practice that were beyond its 
scope and charted the paths for future projects. This is a culturally and socially significant 
project that provided an opportunity to explore both the creative and empowering aspects 
of storytelling, facilitate a better engagement of the veterans with the wider civilian 
community, and foster their self-representation and confidence.    
Key words: military, female military veterans, Defence Force, creative writing, digital 
storytelling, transmedia storytelling, journaling, poetry, oral history, military health, post-
traumatic stress disorder, life after military, identity, self-representation, narrative based 
practice.  
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PART I. Theoretical framework 
1. Introduction 
My interest in this work is not accidental. It stemmed from my life-long interest in the 
capacity of creativity and the arts to heal and empower people and to help them overcome 
adversities. While conducting research interviews with authors and artists who were the 
veterans of WWII as well as with those who were ex-prisoners of GULAG (Russia), I collected 
a significant amount of data that supported the premise of the transformative power of art. 
In 2011, I joined the Griffith University/Australian Research Council (Discovery) project “The 
Difficult Return” that investigated the capacity of arts-based approaches to facilitate the 
shift in the treatment of post-traumatic stress disorder among military personnel.  It was the 
first international project of its kind to use arts-based methods to break down the stigma of 
mental health issues in the military.  I would say, I met my match. 
1.1.  “The Difficult Return” 
The research concept of the project, “The Difficult Return”, was based on and drawn from 
the concepts of applied theatre (Balfour, 2009; Nicholson, 2005; Thompson, 2003) and 
community cultural development (Adams & Goldbard, 2005) as a practice to initiate change, 
within a community through culture (Balfour, 2010).  The concept was underpinned by a 
considerable history of arts-based practice with military personnel, dating back to the First 
World War (Balfour, 2010), gaining momentum in the late 1990s with the development of 
the drama-based intervention in treatment of Vietnam veterans (James and Johnson, 1996).  
However, the research also aimed to explore the benefits of various other creative 
approaches to engage veterans and their families, veteran group stakeholders, and arts 
practitioners in generating effective arts-based mental health and resilience programs as a 
framework for future ‘exemplary’ practice (Balfour, 2010). The approaches that most 
interested me were digital storytelling, oral history and applied theatre.  
As a research assistant, I was responsible for co-facilitating and filming drama workshops to 
generate research data as well as to conduct interviews with the participants. Although I did 
not have formal training in applied theatre (my background is in journalism and storytelling) 
I was willing to learn on the job and expand my knowledge of the various arts-based 
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approaches that could be later used in my own creative practice. At the same time, I 
realised the potential of using in-depth oral history interviews that could lead to better 
engagement of the participants and generate solid research data.  The results were eye-
opening for both the researchers and the veterans. The process of telling the story of their 
lives led the participants to focus on what was important, filter out insignificancies and 
sometimes chart the road to their own recovery.  Telling the story to the interested and 
compassionate ‘other’, who was not a friend or a family member, allowed for the creation 
of a safe distance between them and the traumatic events. They were able to look at their 
story from aside and examine it as an ‘artefact’. At that point, the traumatic event started to 
decrease its destructive power and became a memory. Moreover, these interviews revealed 
the hidden blocks that had prevented veterans from seeking help and suggested ways they 
could start to address their problems.   
Another important outcome of the oral history interviews was offering the possibility to let 
emotions out in a safe environment, share the burden and in some instances, reach all-
important closure. It was an opportunity for the veterans to test the waters too and decide 
whether they were willing to participate in the drama workshops.  
Military veterans have an inherent distrust of civilians, especially people from academia 
(research interview with the military veterans from different services, 2010-2016). From the 
Vietnam years when the veterans were shamed and even spat on for their involvement in 
the war to the days of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts, an almost palpable tension lingers 
in the relationships between the military and civilian communities (Crompvoets, 2010; Dunt, 
2009; Cantwell, 2012; Balfour et al., 2014). In the opinion of the veterans I interviewed, the 
civilian community has no appreciation or understanding of the sacrifice that is made by the 
military personnel for the safety of that same community. The veterans pointed out, with a 
great deal of frustration, that from their experience the scholars and university researchers 
are only interested in their stories to advance their careers. As soon as the research is 
completed, the veterans are once again abandoned. In my opinion, the divide between 
these communities must be bridged in order to reach mutual understanding which in turn, I 
would argue, will facilitate better healing on the part of the veterans. Through the series of 
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oral history interviews conducted over an 18-month period, I reached a breakthrough. 
Veterans felt that they could trust the researchers and they were willing to go further.  
Stigma that surrounds mental health prevents veterans from seeking help and creates 
straining relationships within family and professional units (Dunt, 2009). It was one of the 
most significant insights that emerged from the oral history interviews. It was ‘picked up’ 
and artistically interpreted in the play, “The Return” that was performed in June 2014 by the 
mixed cast of professional actors and military veteran participants (Balfour, 2015).  
1.2. Stepping out. Development of the ideas 
The project, “The Difficult Return”, inspired me to further investigate the capacity of the 
creative practice to facilitate change within the military community. Based on my 
observations and informal discussions with the project participants, I would argue that the 
creative practice aimed at the treatment of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) should be 
diverse in nature and include approaches that engage participants’ visual, auditory and 
kinaesthetic senses. The practices should take into account some people’s natural shyness 
and performance anxiety, and offer a different medium to work with. There were ten 
participants in the project, “The Difficult Return”, and they were all males.  My follow-up 
interviews with these participants a year after the project produced more food for thought 
and shaped ideas in preparation for my master’s degree research.  
 All admitted that storytelling “unlocked the door”, letting out what was buried in 
their minds for years. They felt safe telling their stories and it gave them a sense of 
agency.  They felt they could tell their stories from now on much easier. 
 Participant A said that writing (rather than performing) would work best for him 
because it is safe and it is done in his own time, at his pace and on his terms. It is 
honest as “paper doesn’t judge” and you can go as deep as you are prepared to. 
 After telling his story for the first time in the oral history interview, participant B did 
not notice any difference but his family members said that he became much calmer.  
For the first time, he was able to talk to his children about his experience in the 
Defence Force and especially about the accident that caused the PTSD.  
KK51: Thesis “Operation Homecoming”   Lena Volkova   n7574444 
10 
 
 Contrary to participant A, participant B did not consider writing as a potent exercise.  
“Soldiers are lazy”, he said with a laugh.  But telling the story would be different.  
Both participant B and participant C said that telling the story the way they see fit 
and in their own time and on their own terms to someone “outside the wire” (i.e., 
not a psychologist or a psychiatrist) would bring a validation to their lives.  
The results of this study point out that there is no single ‘fix’ that will fit all members of the 
military veterans’ community.  What we should perhaps look for is the best fit for an 
individual or a group with similar characteristics.  Storytelling in the form of creative writing 
or oral history, in this regard, allows more freedom and therefore gives power to the 
storytellers.  They are free to choose what their topic is, how they want to speak about it 
and when they wish to stop.  
Another important conclusion related not to the data obtained in the research but to the 
data that was totally missing: the absence of the voice of women-members of the ADF. That 
silence was deafening.   
2. Operation “Homecoming”  
2.1. Introduction 
This silence became the impetus for designing the project Operation “Homecoming” 
Australia.  My previous research and practice in the field of post-traumatic stress allowed 
me to make a preliminary conclusion that narrative reconstruction of the events can 
transform the participants’ traumatic memory into tolerable forms and can make memories 
more manageable (Capps, 2013; Balfour, Westwood, & Buchanan, 2014). My experience in 
digital storytelling revealed a therapeutic side of this art form; I hypothesised that it would 
help to break the silence around women in the military profession and to help facilitate 
their reconnection with a coherent sense of self.  
The percentage of women in the Defence Forces is increasing; women’s participation is 
currently 13.5% (Department of Defence, 2009). “Australia's female veterans undertake 
demanding deployments in war-torn countries but they are also fighting battles to be 
recognized at home” (Crompvoets, 2012).  The latest studies demonstrate a lack of visibility 
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of female veterans. Investigating complex notions of self and belonging, both Australian and 
international researchers identify the lack of identity characteristic for this group (Bourke, 
1999; Street, Vogt, Dawne, & Dutra, 2009; Crompvoets, 2011). The researchers suggest that 
such a sense of identity can have an impact on women’s health and influence their access to 
services (Crompvoets, 2011; Feldman, Herron, & Hanlon, 2007). They argue that a 
substantial gap exists in our understanding of this community and their needs; 
consequently, they emphasise the need to devise practical strategies to assist female 
veterans to carve out an identity within the existing veteran community (Crompvoets 2011).  
To understand the process of integration of a military veteran into civilian life, I needed to 
understand the complex political, social and cultural context that encompasses this process. 
Before I started designing the project and thinking of the methodological approaches to 
working with female veterans, I spent almost a year studying the works of other scholars 
and practitioners in the field. My findings are presented in the following literature review.  
This silence became the impetus for designing the project Operation ‘Homecoming’ 
Australia.  My previous research and practice in the field of post-traumatic stress allowed 
me to make a preliminary conclusion that narrative reconstruction of the events can 
transform the participants’ traumatic memory into tolerable forms and can make memories 
more manageable (Capps, 2013; Balfour, Westwood, & Buchanan, 2014). My experience in 
digital storytelling revealed a therapeutic side of this art form and I hypothesised that it 
would help to break the silence around women in the military profession and to help 
facilitate their reconnection with a coherent sense of self.  
The percentage of women in the Defence Forces is increasing, with women comprising 
13.5%. (Department of Defence, 2009) “Australia's female veterans undertake demanding 
deployments in war-torn countries but they are also fighting battles to be recognized at 
home” (Crompvoets, 2012).  The latest studies demonstrate lack of visibility of female 
veterans exiting the force. Investigating complex notions of self and belonging, both 
Australian and international researchers identify the lack of identity characteristic for this 
group (Bourke, 1999; Street, Vogt, Dawne, & Dutra, 2009; Crompvoets, 2011). The 
researchers suggest that such a sense of identity can have an impact on women’s health and 
influence the access to services (Crompvoets, 2011; Feldman, Herron, & Hanlon, 2007). They 
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argue that a substantial gap exists in our understanding of this community and their needs 
and emphasise the need to devise practical strategies to assist female veterans to carve out 
an identity within the existing veteran community (Crompvoets 2011).  
To understand the process of integration of a military veteran into civilian life I needed to 
understand the complex political, social and cultural context that encompasses this process. 
Before I started designing the project and thinking of the methodological approaches to 
working with female veterans I spent almost a year studying the works of other scholars and 
practitioners in the field. My findings are presented in the following literature review.  
2.2. Literature review 
2.2.1. Introduction 
The current review of the Australian and international literature aimed to lay the foundation 
for the conceptual framework of the project as well as to chart the possible paths to 
understanding the complex issues faced by women in the military.    
The review consists of three parts. The first part briefly examines current government 
policies and initiatives related to the care for the Australian Defence Force (ADF) personnel, 
provides useful definitions and focuses on the issues raised by the 2009 Review of Mental 
Health Care in the ADF and Transition through Discharge prepared by Professor David Dunt 
(later, the Dunt Review).  The second part of the literature review outlines the range of 
problems specific to the health and wellbeing of female veterans while the third part covers 
Australian and international literature on arts-based intervention of creative (expressive) 
writing and digital storytelling in rehabilitation of psychological disorders.  
Considering the limits of the review, and the scope and scale of this Masters project only 
key influences in the field of study are included in this thesis.  
2.2.2. Government policies and initiatives 
The Australian Government recognises that mental health disorders resulting from war and 
other military operations place significant stress on the members of the Defence community 
and their families.  Several key government policies and documents stipulate the initiatives 
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and approaches taken in the direction of improvement of mental health within the given 
community (Dunt, 2009; Department of Defence, 2010, 2013; Department of Veterans 
Affairs, 2012, 2013).  
In 2009, the Government commissioned Professor David Dunt to conduct an independent 
review in order to benchmark current ADF mental health support services against best 
practice, including the transition process to the Department of Veterans’ Affairs. The review 
highlighted the gaps in the delivery of mental health services and made fifty two 
recommendations (Dunt, 2009).  
The review indicated that one of the major stumbling blocks on the path to recovery from 
mental health disorders is the military culture itself.  When new members join the ADF, they 
have to undertake a major, somewhat forcible, psychic reorientation. Failure to succeed in 
the ADF for whatever reason – be it health, aptitude, unsuitability, guilt, shame, bullying, 
post-deployment reinterpretation of the ADF experience – triggers a sequence of possible 
negative reactions such as anger and resentment against the ADF, inability to find new 
employment, illness and invalidism. Mental health remains stigmatised in the ADF, as it does 
in the community. It presents obvious challenges for armed forces as their ethos demands 
physical and mental toughness as well as teamwork. Therefore, additional training in mental 
health literacy and resilience is required in order to facilitate change (Dunt, 2009, p.18).  
To date, nearly half of the recommendations of the Dunt Review have been implemented, 
including completion of the 2010 Mental Health Prevalence and Wellbeing Study (Hodson, 
et al., 2010) and the development of the next generation of the ADF Mental Health Strategy 
(Department of Defence, 2011) and the Veteran Mental Health Strategy 2013 (Department 
of Veterans’ Affairs, At Ease, 2013). 
Acknowledging the changing realities of the modern day warfare and peacekeeping, the 
2013 Veteran Mental Health Strategy provides useful insight into the identity of a 
contemporary veteran. It stresses that: 
Some returned service men and women of recent operations do not readily identify 
with the status or term “veteran”, particularly while still serving in uniform. Engaging 
with these clients requires new approaches. These contemporary cohorts are not as 
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likely to join ex-service organisations, therefore new support and ways of 
communicating must be considered. This includes use of social media and online / 
mobile mechanisms (At Ease, 2013). 
The 2010 Australian Defence Force Mental Health Prevalence and Wellbeing Study provides 
invaluable statistical data to assist in understanding the composition of mental health 
disorders in the military.  Combined with the information from the Dunt Review, it helped to 
sketch a portrait of an ADF veteran who might be the focus of my research. For example, 
the 2010 Study has shown that:  
 Over half of the Defence Force (54.1%) has experienced an anxiety, affective (mood) 
or alcohol use disorder in their lifetime, significantly higher than for the general 
population (49.3%); 
 Depressive episodes in male and female ADF personnel (6% and 8.7%, respectively) 
are significantly higher than for the general community (2.9% and 4.4%); 
 The most common disorders in the ADF are anxiety disorders, with post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD) the most prevalent. The highest ranked disorders are panic 
attack (32.7%); depressive episodes (32.4%); specific phobia (28.4%); and post-
traumatic stress disorder (24%). Overall, 61.8% of the total days ADF members were 
unable to work due to psychological distress are attributable to a definable disorder; 
 The prevalence of suicidal ideation and making a suicide plan (3.9% and 1.1%, 
respectively) are significantly higher for ADF members than for the general 
population (1.7% and 0.4%, respectively).   
The research shows that the highest rated barrier to seeking help was concern that it would 
reduce deployability (36.9%). The most frequently perceived stigma for ADF members was 
that people would treat them differently if they sought care (27.6%), and that seeking care 
would harm their career (26.9%) (Hodson, et al., 2010, p.6-9). 
Readjustment difficulties are experienced by all military personnel, including those whose 
military carrier may be described as successful. As stated by the founder of The Warrior’s 
Return (Australia) group, “Many ex-service personnel may not have PTSD but suffer 
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significant difficulty in readjusting to civilian life. Grief (loss of brotherhood), isolation, poor 
coping skills, relationship issues and many other difficulties are rife amongst the brave men 
and women who have sacrificed to protect this nation”(2013). 
With around 5,000 serving personnel leaving the ADF each year, it is important to continue 
the momentum of care for members transitioning to civilian life (At Ease, 2013).  
2.2.3. Health and wellbeing of the female veterans 
The realities of war are changing. As evident from the literature (Pietrzak et al., 2011), 
combat techniques are becoming more sophisticated and combat occurs in more complex 
and crowded urban settings, including guerrilla and insurgency combat techniques, making 
the traditional lines of combat less distinct. These changes make all military personnel in 
combat support roles, including women, more susceptible to combat exposure (Sternke, 
2011, p.160).  
How does this changing reality affect women combatants and veterans? Is their experience 
and the way it is perceived and interpreted different to that of the male combatants?  
In her review of the current clinical literature, Sternke examines negative mental health 
outcomes associated with war zone exposure and concludes that psychological and 
physiological responses to combat exposure may differ according to gender.  She 
acknowledges that there are differences in the gender perception of risk and these 
differences are influenced by the meaning attributed to a perceived risk where the same 
risk may be interpreted differently by men and women (Sternke, 2011, pp.160-161). 
Based on an emergent body of knowledge, Sternke indicates that women are more likely 
than men to be diagnosed with PTSD after a traumatic event, including combat, and their 
symptoms are likely to persist for a longer period of time (Breslau, 2002). Women veterans 
who have been exposed to combat are more likely to initiate heavy drinking behaviours, 
nearly two times more likely to develop eating disorders and more than twice as likely to 
experience extreme weight loss compared to women without combat exposure (Jacobson 
et al., 2009). They are at greater risk for developing depression following combat exposure 
(Wells et al., 2010) and report more severe depression symptoms than men (Luxton et al., 
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2010). Despite the presented evidence, she concludes, women veterans are substantially 
under-represented in the research and existing combat exposure instruments do not reflect 
the combat experiences of women (2011, p. 160). 
Health and wellbeing issues that emerged in a systematic review of the war, peacekeeping 
and peacemaking experiences of female veterans are examined in the literature review by 
the Australian researcher Dr Crompvoets. Her research is informed by 25 studies conducted 
in USA, Australia and UK. In her review Crompvoets makes interesting observations of the 
phenomenon of the identity of a female veteran that is most relevant to my area of 
research.   
Crompvoets supports the viewpoint of Street et al (2009) and Feldman et al (2007), who 
investigated the complex notion of identity, women’s sense of self and belonging and 
concluded that the lack of an identity is characteristic for a female veteran having returned 
to civilian life. They emphasise the need to devise practical strategies to assist female 
veterans to carve out an identity within the existing veteran community. According to 
Crompvoets, this idea has not been explored (2011, p.26).  
Crompvoets maintains that post-deployment reintegration into civilian life may mean that 
some women are left in a state of limbo, belonging neither to a military nor to a civilian 
culture.  She argues that female veterans comprise a unique group and admits that a 
substantial gap exists in our understanding of this community and their needs (2011, p.30).  
Examining coping mechanisms that help women to readjust to post-deployment and civilian 
life and take stock of their experiences in the military, Crompvoets refers to the study by 
Feczer et al (2009) that outlines a trajectory of recovery and re-engagement in the life of a 
female Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) veteran.  
After some of her symptoms were relieved with medication, she was able to talk 
openly about her experiences in Iraq. At this stage of recovery, narrative 
reconstruction transforms the traumatic memory into tolerable forms. In the final 
state of recovery there is a reconnection to a new future or, as in this case study, to 
a new career. This points to the importance of talking (Italics are mine – L.V.) as a 
means of not only debriefing but reconnecting with a coherent sense of self.  
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Qualitative studies by various researchers (Feldman et al, 2007; Tolin et al, 2006; and 
Hemmings et al, 1996) confirm that talking through experiences as a means to vent, reflect 
and make sense of deployment experiences has been found to be a beneficial mechanism of 
coping for women veterans. This method of coping, the authors argue, does not necessarily 
fit within the male-dominated military culture (Crompvoets, 2011, pp.27-28).  
An array of innovative arts-based interventions designed to assist reintegration of military 
veterans in the community is examined in the next part of the review. 
2.2.4. Storytelling as a means of reconnection with a sense of self 
Innovative approaches to treating psychological disorders have proven to be difficult to 
define. They may include innovative approaches to the traditional psychological 
interventions such as Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) as well as cutting edge computer 
technologies, social media engagement, community interventions and arts-based practices 
including creative writing and digital art (Wilson, 2005; Dunt, 2009; Balfour, 2010).   
In this regards, it would be interesting to look at the work of American social psychologist 
James Pennebaker, who studied the clinical applications of expressive writing over two 
decades. According to Pennebaker, interest in expressive writing as a therapeutic method 
has grown dramatically. By 2009, over 200 studies have been published, but only in English 
language journals.  Apart from examining physical health and biological outcomes, an 
increasing number have explored the effect of writing on attitude change, stereotyping, 
creativity, working memory, motivation, life satisfaction, school performance, and a variety 
of health‐related behaviours (2007, p.4).   
Pennebaker et al. emphasise that the writing paradigm is quite powerful.  
Participants disclose a remarkable range and depth of human experiences. Lost 
loves, deaths, sexual and physical abuse incidents, and tragic failures are common 
themes in all of our studies. Even though a large number of participants’ report 
crying or being deeply upset by the experience, the overwhelming majority report 
that the writing experience was valuable and meaningful in their lives.  
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The mere act of writing, maintains Pennebaker, demands a certain degree of structure as 
well as the basic ‘labelling’ of the emotions. A particularly rich feature of the process is that 
these vague unsettled emotions and emotional experiences are translated into words. This 
analogue‐to-digital process demands a different representation of the events in the brain, in 
memory, and in the ways people think on a daily basis (2007, p.23). 
The biggest claim made by Pennebaker et al is that expressive writing might assist in life 
course correction. This idea is consistent with McAdam’s (2001) life story approach and also 
relevant to work in autobiographical memory (Neisser & Fivush, 1994; Conway, 1990). 
However, this idea has not yet been tested empirically (2007, p.22). 
A number of studies scrutinised by Pennebaker et al in their review demonstrate that 
self‐disclosure through blogging can increase perceived social support (Baker & Moore, 
2008) and subjective well‐being (Ko & Kuo, 2009). However, Pennebaker argues, blogging is 
a very different enterprise than solitary expressive writing.  
Not only do people share their entries with others but they clearly seek feedback 
from others. Blogging, then, is a social process –perhaps more than it is a 
self‐reflective, and insight‐seeking or insight provoking self change strategy. On the 
other hand, expressive writing provides benefits to the writers themselves, with later 
improvements in social relationships as one of many potential indirect effects (2007, 
p.10). 
According to Pennebaker, all of these cognitive changes have the potential of enabling 
people to come to a different understanding of their circumstances. Far from being a 
panacea, expressive writing allows the individuals to begin to think about and use their 
social worlds differently. They connect with others differently and are now more capable of 
taking advantage of social support. As evident from the literature, with these cognitive and 
social changes many of their unhealthy behaviours decline (2007, p.23).  
 Pennebaker’s ideas were successfully applied in the Veterans Writing Project founded by 
Ron Capps, US military veteran and MFA in Creative Writing (John Hopkins University). The 
project is a part of a wider movement among American war veterans that includes Warrior 
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Writers (Philadelphia); New York University’s Veterans Writing Workshop; and the Syracuse 
Veterans’ Writing Group (Simon, 2013).  
According to Simon, who describes the outcomes of the Veterans Writing Project in her 
work Warrior Voices, writing is deeply rooted in the tradition of healing through words that 
goes back to World War II, when a women’s service group brought workshops to veterans in 
the military hospitals. She states that despite the long tradition, it is the recently returned 
veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan who are ‘changing the conversation’ within the movement. 
She quotes Travis Martin, an Iraq veteran and editor of The Journal of Military Experience, 
who says that traditional therapies are not getting the job done and vets, looking for 
alternative ways to heal, are latching onto writing as a way to do it. He maintains that “if 
you can put those emotions and the traumatic event in a narrative that makes sense to you, 
it makes the trauma tangible. If it is tangible, it is malleable. And if it is malleable, you can do 
something with it” (2013).  
Simon makes a very important observation:  
For a generation weaned in a multimedia confessional society, and at ease with 
blogging and Facebook, it makes sense that sharing war experiences and fears would 
be an effective, or at least familiar, way to examine and overcome what Mr. Capps 
describes as the “powerful sense of isolation” that greets most veterans once home. 
They leave behind a culture built on teamwork for one that doesn’t seem to value 
community, doesn’t appear to be at war and doesn’t understand them (2013). 
The Veterans Writing Project runs workshops for veterans of all ages and campaigns. They 
do not single out female veterans’ groups and therefore there is no evidence of the specific 
requirements and unique approaches to counteract the “powerful sense of isolation” within 
this particular community.  
This method is akin to another form of storytelling, participatory by nature – digital 
storytelling. Although I did not find any evidence of the studies on digital storytelling 
specifically within the military cohort, the amount of short videos created by the veterans 
on YouTube speaks for itself and demands rigorous scientific study.  
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The therapeutic value of digital storytelling (DS) has been described by practitioners and 
scholars alike. Democratic by nature, DS addresses social issues and enables previously 
untrained and “unheard” people to produce personal stories spoken in their own voice. This 
experience is empowering; it allows the participants to renegotiate their notion of self 
(Meadows & Kidd, 2009, p. 105-106).   
In Australia DS workshops are used in a broad variety of settings and present rich data that 
allows making assumptions in regards of the validity of the method in the work with military 
veterans.  As evident from the research, DS workshops create significant outcomes that are 
not always tangible. Participants report a change in attitudes in their immediate family and 
a larger community resulting from the viewing of their digital stories. People in their 
community become more engaged and interested, thus creating a sense of self-worth for 
the makers of the stories (Burges & Klaebe, 2009, p.166).  On the other hand, researchers 
observe the revival of skills and capacity to survive and thrive demonstrated by the 
participants of the DS workshops (Goudi, 2010).  
2.2.5. Conclusion 
To summarise, the most pertinent issue that arises from the current literature is the lack of 
empirical data related to the studies of the female military cohort and the resulting 
discrepancy between an array of psychological and innovative arts-based interventions 
offered to veterans in general, on one hand, and the absence of the tailor-made programs 
taking into consideration the unique needs of the female veterans, on the other.  It appears 
that this group is not usually studied separately from the male veterans and does not have a 
voice of its own.  
The literature review allowed the drawing of some preliminary conclusions about the 
possible approaches to counteract the existing discrepancy and bridge the gap in the 
research of female veterans.  
Psychological disorders associated with the transition of women warriors from military to 
civilian life could be de-mystified and de-stigmatised. In this regard, raising awareness of the 
issue is a potential that has yet to be realised in Australia (Crompvoets, 2010; Hodson 2012; 
et al.). This is echoed by a number of researchers who indicate the pressing need to devise 
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practical strategies to assist female veterans to carve out an identity within the existing 
veteran community (Street et al, 2009; Feldman et al, 2007, cited in Crompvoets, 2010). 
I hoped that the conceptual approach of using an oral history-type interview would facilitate 
the process of unpacking the multi-layered issue of a female veteran identity and would 
assist in determining an array of emerging archetypal stories.  The subsequent creative 
(expressive) writing and digital storytelling would then create a space for women veterans 
to express themselves and explore the potential to recover and integrate with mainstream 
community.   
2.3. Ethical considerations and recruitment of the participants 
Initially I envisaged that the participants would be female veterans of mixed ages and the 
group would comprise of four to six people. I planned to build on my existing relationships 
with ‘veteran welfare’ organisations, such as Young Diggers and Mates4Mates that have a 
large membership base, and with community organisations, such as The Difficult Return, 
Women Veterans’ Association of Australia and Women of the ADF that have a strong online 
presence. I thought that this approach would not only utilise these relationships and open 
possibilities to recruit participants for the study but would also establish a continuum of 
service for the military veterans.  I saw these organisations as potential stakeholders in the 
research.  
While preparing my submission to the University Human Research Ethics Committee 
(UHREC), I consulted with these key stakeholder organisations and relied on their advice and 
guidance in the matters of recruitment of the participants. These consultations were 
reflected in my submission to the UHREC.  
The submission document stipulated that the project was considered a low-risk application 
because participants would not be exposed to levels of risks higher than day-to-day 
activities. I explained that the participants would be asked to share their life experience as 
well as challenges, which they face on a daily basis. The potential risks for the participants 
were considered as negligible and included:  
 Inconvenience and discomfort in participating in the interviews and workshops. 
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 Some participants might remember or discuss challenging experiences that could 
upset them and generate a sense of discomfort. 
 Some participants might be unable to create a digital story within the designated 
timeframe. 
 Some participants might feel uncomfortable with the process of creating and sharing 
a digital story. 
 Some participants might not feel comfortable in sharing their experiences during the 
workshops, and the dynamic of the workshop could be intimidating for some. 
 
The potential risk for the researcher could be a risk of losing of data due to equipment 
malfunction. 
My recruitment strategy included UHREC approved advertising in social media, especially on 
the veterans hosted Facebook page: “The Difficult Return” 
(https://www.facebook.com/The-Difficult-Return-153667128150433/?fref=ts), and a 
distribution of the recruitment flyers among key stakeholders. The typical flyer included 
information about the project and a list of questions and topics that were likely to be 
discussed with a potential participant. The only requirements to the participants were that 
they should be ex-service members of the Defence community and should be willing to 
participate in the project.   
As I was already familiar with a significant number of arts and health practitioners and 
military veterans from my previous research, I personally contacted them and discussed the 
possibility of their involvement in the project. I wrote to Senator Jacqui Lambie who is a 
military veteran herself and sent her a brief of the project. I also contacted the Department 
of Veterans’ Affairs (DVA) as well as the Veterans and Veterans Families Support Services 
(VVCS) organisation where I presented my research to the practitioners in the field of 
veterans’ health and well-being.  They flagged their interest in supporting the research but 
admitted that they did not have many female veterans among their clients. Those who were 
their clients exhibited the symptoms of acute post-traumatic stress and therefore 
constituted a high-risk research and were beyond the scope of my study. Veterans’ welfare 
organisations Mates4Mates and Young Diggers also encouraged me to carry on the research 
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but did not offer any participants.  They simply did not have female veterans as their clients. 
Although it made my task more difficult it also confirmed that I was on the right track. There 
was a reason why women avoided veterans’ organisations. I realised that the best approach 
would be to rely on the word of mouth and to talk in person with every woman who 
expressed her interest in my research.  
Eventually, through my university and veterans contacts, I found six potential candidates. I 
met with each of them separately and conducted short informal interviews for the purpose 
of establishing rapport and common ground for further work. During these interviews, I also 
clarified key elements of the research, answered their questions, addressed the concerns 
they had and provided them with a consent form and information sheet. I did not ask them 
to sign the forms straight away as I wanted to give them space and time to make an 
informed decision.  The documents provided assurance that the study would be conducted 
in full confidentiality and would include the following steps:   
 Oral history interviews that will be conducted one-on-one with each participant at a 
location convenient to the participant; the principal researcher will maintain 
interview logs and observation notes throughout the project;  
 A facilitated digital storytelling workshop. The workshop will be run over a number 
of sessions; each of them will be approximately 3 hours long. With the consent of a 
participant the stories would subsequently be streamed online;  
 They would have the option to participate in both components of the project or just 
in the oral history component.    
I considered the oral history component vital for the knowledge creation. I thought that 
knowledge and awareness acquired through oral history interviews would subsequently 
inform future research and creative practice with military veterans. Short introductory 
interviews with potential candidates for the research were very informative. What emerged 
from these interviews was the story of a hero who was not recognised at home, who had to 
prove to be tough while working in a male-dominated profession, who had to negotiate 
several – and sometimes conflicting - roles in her life, such as the roles of a warrior and a 
mother. What is more, a hero who had to defend her right to wear her combat medals.  All 
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the women I interviewed expressed their keen desire to help other women in the military 
profession and supported the idea of the study wholeheartedly. I did not envisage any 
problems in recruiting a research sample.  
But then, one by one, each of these women rang me and apologised that they could not 
partake in the research. All of them without exception explained their decision as an 
inability to face the trauma again, no matter how gentle and engaging the process would be.  
They felt distraught that their decision may affect the study aimed at helping women 
veterans but nevertheless they felt that they were not ready.  In the end, only two women 
entered the uncharted waters of the research.  
3. Methodology 
3.1. Why transmedia storytelling? 
The theoretical framework of the study is determined by the nature of the research that is 
participatory, practice-led and based on qualitative methods of enquiry. The key to 
understanding qualitative research resides in the idea that meaning is socially constructed 
by individuals through interacting with their world. The world, or reality, is not the fixed, 
single, agreed upon, or measurable phenomenon.  Instead, there are multiple constructions 
and interpretations of reality that are in flux and that change over time. Qualitative research 
aims at understanding what those interpretations are at a particular point in time and in a 
particular context (Merriam, S.B., 2002).  
As the present study is concerned with understanding the multi-layered fabric of the female 
veterans’ identity and the context of the transformation they experience, I needed a set of 
tools that would help to unpack this complex phenomenon that is neither fixed, nor agreed 
upon nor measurable.  I use the term “transmedia storytelling” in the title of my thesis as 
this type of storytelling, in my opinion, provides a better approach to the task at hand.  
Consequently, the choice of transmedia storytelling as a method of enquiry and practice 
determined the choice of the hybrid methodology as the underpinning theoretical 
framework for study. This chapter provides a short definition of transmedia storytelling and 
its applications.  
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The term “transmedia storytelling” was coined by American scholar, Henry Jenkins, who 
offered a broad definition of this emerging type of storytelling, stating that it “unfolds 
across multiple media platforms with each new text making a distinctive and valuable 
contribution to the whole” (2007, para. 3). The term is an attempt to capture and describe 
an evolving trend in media culture, communication and the arts prompted by the shift from 
analogue to digital technology, from books to computers, and from single form of 
storytelling to multi-platform.  It is a reflection of the “convergence culture” – a paradigm 
for thinking about the current moment of media change which is defined through the 
layering, diversification, and interconnectivity of media. Transmedia storytelling, in this 
case, is one way of talking about convergence as a set of cultural practices (Jenkins, 2011). 
A distinctive attribute of transmedia storytelling is the delivering of a single story told over 
multiple channels that only makes sense when all elements across the channels work 
together (Dena, 2004).  It creates rich multi-layered environment, a story world, that can be 
experienced in a variety of ways (Dena, 2004), that allows multiple forms of expression such 
as, creative writing, digital storytelling and theatre performance, and that opens the 
possibilities to reach diverse audiences (Frost, 2010).  
There are examples in almost every area of life where transmedia storytelling can be 
successfully implemented. It can be used not only in obvious realms such as radio and 
television, publishing or advertising, but it also has enormous potential for education and 
community work. It can arguably increase students’ engagement, allowing them to 
communicate ideas in the “language of their generation” (Lowenthal, 2009, p. 255). 
Transmedia storytelling can also contribute to community development, bringing together 
people of all walks of life and across media platforms for constructive dialogue, thus 
building a larger and potentially better linked community. 
The capacity of transmedia storytelling to create a dialogue between the communities and 
provide an environment for healing was evident in the project, “The Difficult Return”.  I 
observed how the same story was told through the platforms of oral history, therapeutic 
enactment, digital film and theatre performance and how this process affected those who 
told the story and those who were in the audience. By being engaged in various forms of 
artistic expression, military veterans examined their traumatic experiences from different 
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angles and point of views, and the result was a cathartic and healing breakthrough. It was 
healing and eye-opening for the audience too. Members of the public were involved in pre- 
and post production discussions and their input influenced the artistic development of the 
play, “The Return”.  The conversation continued on the project’s website where the digital 
films were published.  
By telling the story in a transmedia way, the project reached and touched wider audiences, 
both military and civilian. In my opinion, this can only happen when each of the forms 
completes another and works in unison while at the same time can be enjoyed 
autonomously. It is also about what is happening in between the forms: in conversations, in 
interactions, in diary entries. As Xiaochang Li put it, “Transmedia isn’t just about multiple 
stories or versions, but about creating a rich in-between space, an archive of shared 
meaning in-between different parts of the story. In short, a universe” (2010, para. 1).   
A story universe is a beautiful metaphor of a human life. It inspired me to test the form of 
transmedia storytelling in my project. It also defined the choice of the hybrid methodology 
where not a single conceptual model but a combination of them would work in unison to 
provide a theoretical underpinning for the study.  
3.2. Theoretical framework 
The theoretical framework of the study is the hybrid methodology. It includes theoretical 
modes based on and around narrative enquiry and is determined by the practice-led nature 
of the research.  
In the opening chapter of the Handbook of Qualitative Research (1989, p.3), Denzin and 
Lincoln write: 
Experience is reflected in the stories people tell, and through an inquiry into these 
stories—narrative inquiry—researchers hope to understand more about why people 
do what they do. Experience becomes the starting point for social science inquiries 
and, ultimately, offers the possibility of individual and social change. Personal 
experience methods offer the opportunity to create a middle ground where there is 
conversation among people with different life experiences.  
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Taking into to account the complex and multi-layered process of investigation into the 
experiences of women-veterans, I examined, utilised and borrowed from various theoretical 
modes and schools of thought. They included the principles of practice-led research, 
interpretive phenomenological analysis, autoethnography, participatory action research and 
ethnographic action research. A brief overview of the theoretical approaches that 
underpinned the study is presented below.   
3.2.1. Practice-led research 
Operation “Homecoming” is a research project where creative practice plays a pivotal role in 
knowledge creation. Therefore, the concept of practice-led research is an overarching 
conceptual premise of the current study. In practice-led research (PLR) the creative practice 
steers the research in such a way that its findings reside in the practice itself forming a 
central component of the examinable outcome. The research occurs through the practice 
and informs methodology, content, context and conceptual frameworks. Practice-led 
research creates an on-going cycle of enquiry by encompassing alternative modes of 
knowing and drawing on multiple strategies to inform the research practice (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 1989).  
3.2.2. Interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) 
Interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) is qualitative, experiential research that is 
widely used in psychology, social and health studies. Its phenomenological nature is 
reflected in its concern with exploring experience on its own terms. IPA researchers are 
especially interested in what happens when the everyday flow of lived experience takes on 
a particular significance for people.   
IPA recognises the desire of human beings to make sense of their experiences and therefore 
the accounts that participants provide will reflect this desire.  It is also evident that “access 
to experience is always dependent on what participants tell us about that experience, and 
that the researcher then needs to interpret that account from the participant in order to 
understand their experience” (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009, p.3).  
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IPA studies usually have a small number of participants and the researchers aim to examine 
in detail what the experience for this person is like, what sense this particular person is 
making of what is happening to them. As part of this, the study may explore in detail the 
similarities and differences between each case.  
Data collection is usually performed in the form of semi-structured interviews where an 
interview schedule is used flexibly and the participant has an important stake in what is 
covered. Transcripts of interviews are coded and analysed using qualitative methods of 
analysis. They may be later turned into a narrative account where the researcher’s analytic 
interpretation is presented in detail and is supported with verbatim extracts from the 
participants.  
3.2.3. Autoethnography 
Creating digital stories of their past experiences participants engage in the process that is 
similar to writing an autobiography. As a method, autoethnography (AER) combines 
characteristics of autobiography and ethnography. The authors assemble past experiences 
using hindsight (Bruner, 1993; Denzin, 1989; Freeman, 2004). They may use ethnographic 
approaches such as interviewing others as well as consult with texts including photographs, 
journals, and recordings to help with recall (Delany, 2004; Didion, 2005; Goodall, 2006; 
Herrmann, 2005).  
Most importantly, auto biographers write about "epiphanies"—remembered moments 
perceived to have significantly impacted the trajectory of a person's life (Bochner & Ellis, 
1992; Couser, 1997; Denzin, 1989), times of existential crises that forced a person to attend 
to and analyse lived experience (Zaner, 2004), and events after which life does not seem 
quite the same. While epiphanies are self-claimed phenomena in which one person may 
consider an experience transformative while another may not, these epiphanies reveal ways 
a person could negotiate "intense situations" and "effects that linger—recollections, 
memories, images, feelings—long after a crucial incident is supposedly finished" (Bochner, 
1984, p.595).   
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3.2.4. Participatory action research (PAR) 
Breaking the linear mould of conventional research, participatory action research (PAR) 
focuses on a process of sequential reflection and action, carried out with and by local 
people rather than on them. Unlike the conventional research that tends to focus on 
knowledge for understanding, participatory research is an approach to action research 
which aims to transcend the boundaries between research and activism in order to produce 
knowledge and action that is directly useful to people, and to empower people through the 
process of constructing and using their own knowledge (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). Defining 
the principles of PAR, Tetley and Hanson (2000) stress that it is the issues of knowledge 
creation, control and power that make participatory action research distinctly different to 
other forms of social research.  
As an example of action research, PAR includes the step-by-step process constantly 
monitored over varying periods of time and by a variety of mechanisms (reflective journals, 
interviews and case studies) so that the resultant feedback may be translated into 
modifications, adjustments, directional changes, and redefinitions, as necessary, so as to 
bring about lasting benefits to the ongoing process itself rather than to some future 
occasion (Koshy 2005). 
It is important to note that participation and sharing of community knowledge must be 
reciprocal and cannot be forced.  Moreover, some individuals or groups may not be able to 
participate as fully, or in the same way, as other groups involved in the same study. The 
essential issue for researchers, therefore, is to recognise the power dynamics, skills and 
knowledge of all participants and to explore the ways in which everyone can be empowered 
to participate, contribute and have control throughout the project (Tetley & Hanson, 2000). 
Therefore, the selection of methods for data collection must be carefully considered. Hall 
(1992) recommends that researchers explore new ways of giving people a voice in the 
research process. This, for example, may include the use of oral history and biography. This 
method is known as a medium to help people, otherwise unable to express their needs 
through traditional forms of assessment and interview, to give an account of their lives, 
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which in turn gives a fuller insight into their needs (Clarke 2000). Other approaches might 
include community theatre, visual arts, digital storytelling, creative writing and journaling. 
3.2.5. Ethnographic action research  
Sharing methodological approaches and passion for community activism with PAR 
ethnographic action research (EAR) combines participatory action research and 
ethnographic processes. This methodology is not reflected in the current study as much as 
other approaches but its main principles were carefully considered. As a researcher, I 
appreciated the fact that in EAR we enter a dialogic relationship and understanding with our 
subjects in the situation of cooperative story making that would result in a polyphonic text – 
the physical, the spoken and the performed (Tyler, 1986).  The ethnographic processes that I 
used through the duration of the research included participant observation and in-depth 
interviews as well as action research approaches to link the research back into the 
development and planning of another project or cycle of activities.   
The interconnection of various methodological modes that enriched my understanding of 
the possibilities of qualitative research in my chosen field is shown in the diagram below. 
Combined under the umbrella of the practice-led research, every mode played a significant 
role in the research and enabled me to be flexible and resourceful as well as informed the 
ethical approaches to the research.  
                                              Practice-led research diagram 
                                      
   IPA – Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis 
   PAR – Participatory Action Research 
   AE –   Autoethnography 
   EAR – Ethnographic Action Research 
IPA 
PA
R 
AE 
EA
R 
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3.3. Research design  
Consequently, a cluster of research questions emerged from the preliminary research and 
literature review:  
 What does comprise the identity of a female soldier?  
 What are the difficulties they face while transitioning to civilian life?  
 Why do they prefer not to talk about it?  
 What type of creative practice works best with this cohort?  
o Is it creative writing?  
o Digital storytelling?  
o An online writing community?  
o A combination of all three?  
Drawing on my research and experience in digital storytelling, creative writing and oral 
history I formulated the research question as follows:  
How can creative practice of transmedia storytelling assist female Defence Force 
veterans in their integration into civilian life by helping them to recognise, embrace 
and articulate their new identity, foster self-representation and confidence?     
The design of the project is based on the principles of practice-led research and integrated a 
case study and creative practice, and included the following sequence of activities:  
 Data collection through in-depth semi-structured life story interviews (oral history) 
 Researcher’s reflective practice 
 Creative writing, poetry and journaling  
 Script development  
 Digital storytelling 
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The aim of this process was to create individual digital stories that would be subsequently 
published on the veterans’ hosted stakeholder websites. These digital stories would be 
targeting the audience of military veterans and their families as well as civilian community.  
Being an example of a practice-led research, the present study aimed at creating an on-
going cycle of enquiry by encompassing alternative modes of knowing and drawing on 
multiple strategies to inform the research practice.  
  
3.4.       Methods of enquiry 
The theoretical framework of the research described in the previous chapter required the 
application of particular research methods.  As stated previously, an array of personal 
experience methods that constitutes narrative enquiry provides the opportunity for the 
dialogue and leads to a better understanding of why people do what they do (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 1989). This theory is directly linked to the research question and determined the 
choice of the research methods.  
3.4.1. Oral history 
According to Grele, by engaging in the process of “interviewing of eye-witness participants 
in the events of the past for the purposes of historical reconstruction” (Morrissey, 2006, 
p.171), oral history creates a bridge from passive consumption of the stories to active 
involvement of its participants in the production and interpretation of the narratives. The 
method has been used widely in research and community projects, but has now “outgrown 
its roots in the search for data and has become an activity seeking to understand all forms of 
subjectivity: memory, ideology, myth, discourse systems, speech acts, silences, perceptions, 
and consciousness in all its multiple meanings” (Morrissey, 2006, p.171). The compelling 
nature of oral history that is simultaneously a data collection method, an activity seeking to 
understand all forms of subjectivity, and a product in the form of a collection of stories 
made me consider this method as a principal method of enquiry and creative practice.  
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3.4.2. Digital storytelling 
Digital storytelling is a community arts practice.  A co-founder of the movement, Daniel 
Meadows, described it as “an elegant and economic means of self-representation based on 
personal collections of still photographs coupled with a voice-over narration” (Meadows & 
Kidd, 2009, p. 95). It is a short form that requires the use of a few images or a short video 
and a 250-words script, and its most commonly used themes are historical, aspirational, and 
recuperative (McWilliam, 2009, p. 53).  
Digital storytelling is a process – a practice - rather than a form, and it is taught or 
experienced through a series of workshops. It is a story circle that links tellers (Hartley, 
2009, p. 32) in an interactive process of co-creation. It is creative and flexible, and reflects 
the way our modern society is engaged in the process of meaning-making, through a multi-
modal, multi-platform, co-creative and collaborative work (Burgess & Klaebe, 2009. p. 166). 
Democratic by nature and easily mastered, digital storytelling addresses social issues and 
enables previously untrained and “unheard” people to produce personal stories spoken in 
their own voice. This experience is empowering, has therapeutic value, and allows the 
participants to renegotiate their notion of self (Meadows & Kidd, 2009, p. 105-106).   
In the context of the present research, digital storytelling was the natural progression from 
the stage of oral history to the stage of creative practice.  
3.4.3. Creative writing  
As evident from the literature review, there is a body of work that explored the effect of 
creative writing on attitude change, stereotyping, creativity, working memory, motivation, 
life satisfaction, school performance, and a variety of health‐related behaviours 
(Pennebaker et al., 2007).  The overwhelming majority of the research subjects reported 
that the writing experience was valuable and meaningful in their lives.  During this process 
their vague unsettled emotions and emotional experiences were translated into words, and 
were carefully examined and labelled. This analogue‐to-digital process demands a different 
representation of the events in the brain and in the ways people think on a daily basis. The 
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biggest claim made by the researchers is that creative writing might assist in life course 
correction (Pennebaker et al., 2007).  
My approach to the use of creative writing in the present study is similar to the one 
described by Hamilton et al.:  
In one-to-one creative writing sessions when I have been able to establish a rapport with 
the participant over several sessions, I like to try to allow the writing to emerge from what is 
spoken or felt in the moment. For this to happen, I have to trust more and plan less. Trust 
that I can listen carefully and respond precisely and authentically, allow space for whatever 
artistic material begins to form in words, and be willing to draw on my own creative senses 
to help the participant engage with and shape their material (2006, p.79).  
3.4.4. Journaling   
There is increasing evidence to support the notion that journaling has a positive impact on 
physical and emotional well-being.   Some researchers believe that writing about stressful 
events helps to come to terms with them, thus reducing the impact of these stressors on 
their physical health (Purcell, 2016). Because of its intimate nature and accessibility to the 
writers where they can write down their thoughts or vent their anger any time on a scrap of 
paper, a napkin or in a designated diary, journaling has become a widely-used tool in a 
variety of disciplines and life settings.  As Reiner put it, “the chief utility of the journal is to 
restore the integrity of the mind and the equilibrium of the conscience, that is, inner health” 
(Reiner, 1978, p.152). In the course of the present research, I introduced journaling as a way 
to conduct reflective practice.  
I encouraged the participants to record their thoughts on the process and reflect on the 
outcomes of every interview that we had together; I also recorded my own observations. 
We shared thoughts and perceptions of the process that we were going through. It 
established mutual trust and fostered full ownership of the process by the participants. 
Later I suggested that they would create a timeline of their lives and introduced journaling 
exercises, such as ‘A list of Hundred’.  I coded the data and shared my findings with the 
participants thus involving them in the research process. Finally, they chose a significant 
event that they wanted to put into a digital story and I helped to produce it. It provided 
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participants with an opportunity to articulate their identities and share their stories through 
digital storytelling. The stories will subsequently be streamed online. Inspired by the process 
they also wrote several poems as a reflection on their life experiences.   
PART II 
1. Case studies 
The research paradigm that I used in this study assumed that not only the findings but the 
whole process of the initial oral history interviews would form the body of knowledge as 
well as lead to creative outcomes. The following case studies are presented in the form of 
stories about the key events in the lives of the research subjects. These stories emerged 
from the interviews, conversations between the interviews, and the researcher’s reflective 
practice. Subsequent coding of the interviews revealed the recurring themes in the 
participants’ narratives. These themes became indicative of the major influences in their 
lives and the decisions they made about themselves, their identities, the world around them 
and their place in it.  Both participants gave their permission to use their full names.   
1.1. Case study on Jeanine Currey. “The soldiers’ daughters don’t cry” 
Subheadings: Adoption and childhood, Cyclone Tracy, Independence and equal rights of 
women, The Defence Force.  
Jeanine is a 57-year-old Air Force veteran. She worked in catering in the Air Force bases in 
Darwin and Townsville and she had never been deployed. She has spinal injuries related to 
her service and, after several operations; she now visits her doctor on a fortnightly basis for 
routine checks and for the administration of painkillers. Jeanine was also diagnosed with 
service-related post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). She holds a DVA (Department of 
Veterans’ Affairs) Gold card. This card entitles her to services for all clinically necessary 
healthcare needs and all health conditions, whether they are related to war service or not. 
The cardholder may be a veteran or their widow/widower, or a dependant of a veteran. 
Therefore, when Jeanine calls a cab and presents her card, the driver says every time 
without fail: “Are you a veteran’s wife, love?” She says she is tired of explaining.  
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Jeanine was adopted at birth and now lives with her adoptee father on the ground floor of 
his house in a dungeon-looking room adjacent to the garage and laundry. This room holds 
all her memories. There are photographs and significant objects, favourite pieces of 
furniture like a magnificent wardrobe reminiscent of Narnia that she inherited from her 
grandfather, a mini bar fridge, a coffee machine and a toaster. There is a TV on a little table 
by the wardrobe and a computer that sits on a frame to enable her to work in bed. And 
there is a bed. A queen-size bed takes up almost all of the remaining space in the room. It is 
not a luxury; she has to have it because of her constant pain. A special frame is fixed on the 
bedhead to help her move, get up and lay down. Her room is a very compact and well-
organised space. She spends a lot of time there but when the pain settles a little, she goes 
outside into her garden in the backyard. We usually sat there behind the jasmine bush with 
our cups of coffee to have a pre-interview chat. 
Jeanine’s adoptee mother died of cancer two years ago. Jeanine cared for her mother until 
the day she passed and now continues to care for her father who is a military veteran too. 
Jeanine was married twice and has three children: two daughters and a son. Her son joined 
the Army and was deployed to Afghanistan as a Signaller. He did multiple back-to-back tours 
of duty and now he himself exhibits the symptoms of PTSD. He lives in Darwin and 
communication between them is scarce. One of Jeanine’s daughters lives in Belfast, Ireland, 
and another in Perth. Although she misses her children a great deal, I came to realise over 
time that she prefers solitude.   
Despite her injuries, operations, constant pain and bouts of PTSD, Jeanine is feisty and she 
looks young. She writes poetry as it keeps her mind occupied. We spent a lot of time talking 
about her experiences and her poetry as we sat top to tail on her bed. She always piled a 
few pillows at the end of her bed to support my back during the interviews.   
Jeanine didn’t have an easy life, but whatever she talked about, she never cried … but I did.   
Once she said that when she was ten and living in a military suburb on one of her dad’s 
postings, she injured herself badly while playing outside. Blood gushed from the cut on her 
knee when she encountered the regiment Padre. He comforted her and then, puzzled, 
asked: “Why don’t you cry? This must be very painful!” She replied instantaneously and 
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without thinking: “I am a Warrant Officer’s daughter, Sir. Warrant Officers’ daughters don’t 
cry”.   
So, this is a story of a girl who never cried.  
Before we started the interviews, we exchanged several emails and then met in person. 
From our correspondence and conversations, I knew that Jeanine had encountered a series 
of very traumatic experiences in the past, and not all of them were related to her military 
service. Prior to embarking on the creative process of digital storytelling, I had planned to 
conduct a semi-structured oral history interview in order to disentangle these experiences.   
Initially, my research aim was not only to investigate and assess the therapeutic value of 
oral history, but also examine its capacity to perform as a ‘Hogwart’s sorting hat’ by 
organising the events of Jeanine’s life in a sequential order, establishing clarity while 
(hopefully) easing the pain of these events and preparing her for the creative process. The 
key was to allow Jeanine to be in control of her story. I also aimed to assess the creative side 
of oral history, and its capacity to create an experience in itself that might encourage people 
to examine their lives as works of art. In these regards, I was searching for a moment when 
the ‘telling’ would become the springboard for creativity.   
The interviews were conducted as a series of ‘concentric circles’ starting from a larger 
overview of her life and then focusing on particular aspects. Sometimes I felt the need to 
talk through the same event several times, peeling back the layers to reach clarity, a sense 
of identity and to establish her control over the experience. As Jeanine was able to choose 
the events she shared with me, she was able to re-visit the intensity of each experience on 
her own terms and with a feeling of safety. I noticed that as soon as she gained control over 
the experience, her whole demeanour changed and she became more engaged with the 
process. She subsequently felt inspired to write a poem about an experience discussed in 
the interview. Previously, she had seen that her memories of the experiences were ‘locked’ 
in her mind and regarded as ‘dangerous territory’. The more ‘rooms’ that unlocked for her 
during the oral history process, the more eager she became to write creatively.  
Consequently, several key themes emerged through the interview process and some of 
these appeared later in her digital story and poem.  
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1.1.1. Adoption and childhood 
Jeanine was adopted at birth by a couple who had just lost their newborn baby. Two years 
later her adoptive parents had their own child, a boy. They focused their love and attention 
on their son and for her it was a very clinical and cold childhood. As Jeanine puts it, “it was a 
childhood you wouldn’t want to have”. Her aunt didn’t know that she existed until 12 
months later when they received a Christmas card saying: “Merry Christmas from Ellie and 
Roy and Jeanine Currey”. That’s how she was introduced to the rest of the family as a baby 
girl — by her full name and as a stranger.   
Jeanine’s father was a member of the Australian Defence Force and served in Vietnam. He 
was therefore, rarely at home. Her mother suffered severe depression and on a number of 
occasions she had tried to kill Jeanine. She dropped her out of a window and on another 
occasion, she let Jeanine drift in the water hoping that she would drown. As far as she 
remembers, Jeanine continually tried to figure out what was wrong with her. Even her 
gender came under her own scrutiny at one stage — she thought that if she were more like 
a boy, her mother would love her like she loved her brother. She tried to be over-obedient 
but nothing was good enough for her mother. Her mother simply didn’t care. More than 
once she was left alone at the school gates waiting for hours for her mother to pick her up. 
There were moments when she thought that there was nothing to live for and she prayed to 
God to get her out of there. She thought: “I am safe only when I am not with her”. 
She tried to be away from home as often as possible and subsequently, became streetwise. 
Her favourite books were Gulliver’s Travels and Treasure Island. Her choice of literature is 
revealing — the stories were all about rejecting the norm, escaping, and living in a different 
reality. She said that joining the Air Force was her ticket out.  
Jeanine applied to join the Air Force at 17, much to the disgrace of her family. Her father 
even refused to sign her application, saying that women shouldn’t wear a uniform, but she 
was determined. The only thing that stood between her and the Defence Force was her 
minor incapacitation. She had a sport accident when she was 11 that resulted in having pins 
in her hip. They were taken out on her request and an orthopaedic surgeon who operated 
on her wrote a letter to the Defence saying that she was fit for the service. The Defence 
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couldn’t deny her a place after the leading Australian orthopaedic surgeon vouched for her. 
It was the first time that somebody ‘had her back’. She still has this letter among other 
significant items of her personal belongings.  
Joining the Defence Force was not the only act of escapism. She knew that in her bid for a 
better education, she wouldn’t be supported by her family. The Air Force was her chance to 
get training in a profession.  
Once during her military training, they passed through her town. She saw her house with 
her dog at the gates. The other recruits asked her: “Aren’t you homesick?”   
“No”, she replied, “I miss my dog but not the family”.  
Reflecting on her childhood, Jeanine says: “I raised myself. My parents didn’t raise me. They 
gave me food, clothes and a roof above my head but I raised me. I am so different to them. 
And it got me through everything. It made me both strong and vulnerable”. 
1.1.2. Cyclone Tracy 
Jeanine is still reluctant to speak about cyclone Tracy in detail but she refers to it when she 
talks about other events in her life. She describes it as a formative event that made her who 
she is. Now, as a 57-year-old veteran, she has candles and can openers in the drawers in her 
room and in her car. She is prepared.  
When, in 1974, cyclone Tracy hit Darwin, Jeanine was 14 years old. The cyclone obliterated 
the town and corrected the trajectory of her life. For the first time in her life she saw the 
dead under the ruins; she witnessed looting; she learned the highest and the lowest of a 
human being. She experienced starvation and deprivation of fresh water. The aid came with 
cans of food but no can openers. There was no electricity; they were thirsty and dirty. It felt 
like life had suddenly come to an end. She observed her father taking charge of the rescue 
operation and she joined him to help. She emerged from that experience a different person. 
Later, they were evacuated to Victoria where she was labelled a ‘Darwin refugee’ and was 
treated by other school kids like she was a Martian. She also experienced rampant racism. 
Back in Darwin her best friend was a pure blood Aboriginal boy. She never distinguished 
people by the colour of their skin and she found the attitude of other students in Melbourne 
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and even their teachers to be very confronting. Once again, there was little to no support at 
home and she wanted to leave, to flee to where she would really belong.   
That was a time when she started to define her identity by trying to find herself and her 
place in the world. Her childhood experiences led her to search for a profession that could 
also be a substitute for a family and where she could perform to the best of her abilities. She 
wanted to serve her country and give her life to a great cause, to be recognised, respected 
and cared for like she would have been in a family. The answer was readily available in the 
form of her father’s profession. The answer was the Defence Force.  
1.1.3. Independence and equal rights of women  
Jeanine affirmed that from a very young age she knew that women could do anything. Her 
aunt served as a truck driver during WWII and was the first female taxi driver in Queensland. 
She was a great role model for Jeanine, and it was she who told Jeanine about the 
treatment of women after the war was over. During WWII women replaced men in 
traditionally male professions: as workers in factories and on farms, as radio operators and 
truck drivers. They were later dismissed to provide employment for men returning home 
and many women found their professional independence taken from them: “Go back to the 
kitchen,” they were told. Even her father thought that women should never be in uniform.   
Jeanine joined the Air Force Catering Corp in 1975 at the age of 17 and she said that sexism 
was rampant. The official name for her division was WRAAF (Women’s Royal Australian Air 
Force) and men used to bark “Waf!” when addressing women (mimicking Whoof!). They 
were even called ‘the dogs’. She said the men thought they were ‘free game’.   
In 1977 they became the ‘Air Women’. The Air Force was the first to proclaim equality to 
women, followed by the Army in the 1980s and then eventually the Navy in the early 1990s. 
Jeanine said that this remained true only on paper. She thinks that maybe they were: “Some 
kind of an experiment, to see whether it works”. Financially they reached equality but in 
reality she still believed they did more work than men. Women were still looked down on, 
especially in catering.   
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There was nothing in the rules and regulations to support equality. If women were 
assaulted, there was no support for them — no one to represent them and their story, no 
one to step in and protect them. Jeanine could not tolerate this as she was pushing the 
boundaries. She stood her ground and didn’t allow any officer to denigrate her. If he said: 
“Who the hell do you think you are?” she replied: “I am me!”  
She said: “When you prove to these guys that gender does not matter, you become a grey 
area — you are a mate now, but then you would go out and have your make-up on and they 
ask, ‘Why don’t you go to work like that?’ They didn’t understand that it’s inappropriate”.   
I asked: “What did it do for your perception of your own femininity?”  
She paused. “Being a tomboy helped a lot,” she said. “I was happy to be one of the guys, it 
didn’t worry me. In a way, it was a piece of armour I used. They treated me as equal. 
Although one of the guys asked: ‘Why don’t you move like a woman? Use your hips?’ It 
angered me a lot that he wanted me to act for his entertainment, for his visual pleasure”.  
On the other hand, she didn’t like the pretence of civilian life. When in uniform, she didn’t 
need to prove to anybody how much she earned, where she was from and what she did. 
The uniform represented equality and determination; it was not a trophy, but an 
achievement, with no help from outside. She wanted to prove that women have brains and 
can work things out. She was there for the career, to prove herself, and the uniform 
represented that she had achieved something. 
Jeanine’s war was on gender harassment, it wasn’t in Afghanistan. Respect as a woman and 
as a professional was something she had never experienced while active in the Defence, and 
yet it was something she fought for every day. The first thing that Jeanine did when equality 
was introduced in 1977 was go to the Warrant Officer’s office and demand: “I want to learn 
how to work in the bar”. He said, “You can’t do that”.  She said, “Yes, I can. I am an Air 
Woman now”. 
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1.1.4. The Defence Force 
Jeanine describes the Defence Force as an organisation that is: “The best thing on the planet 
when it works as intended. But my time in the Defence also includes the most soul- 
searching, frustrating, dark moments of my life. Why is this person promoted over me? 
Where are the ethics? The only time I thought, ‘Yes, we’ve done it!’ was when I heard that 
the girls have been deployed”.  
Jeanine enlisted in 1974, choosing catering over a desk job. She wanted to do something 
that mattered rather than wasting her life in the office. She loved her job and the 
camaraderie of the service. It was the family she always wanted, forgiving and supportive, 
and it was the work in which she thrived against all odds. It was physically challenging and 
emotionally demanding but she became one of the best Stewards. She served the Air Force 
crews and members; she saw troops come from different countries, not just Australians but 
Indonesians, Thais, and Ghurkhas.  
On the other hand, the service was not designed for women and no one cared how women 
would cope with the requirements of the job. They didn’t have overalls and had to unload 
trucks with daily rations and kitchen supplies wearing skirts and heels. There were no 
female toilets and showers. There was no security or even privacy in the female living 
quarters where rooms were divided only by louvres. Anyone could walk in, day or night and 
worst of all, these visitors expected a warm welcome.  
Sexual harassment was something Jeanine fought against on a daily basis and at times it was 
not just verbal. Once, at the young age of only 17 and working in the coldroom, she knocked 
her attacker down with a cold leg of ham, which she now remembers with a small chuckle. 
At other times she had to protect her dignity by confronting the men, all of whom 
outranked her. She watched other girls, who came as ‘rookies’, get tougher as they worked 
there. She fought for them too and stood her ground, creating both friends and enemies.  
Jeanine was long overdue for a promotion but when she was finally offered one, she 
publicly turned it down. It involved, as she was told, being her officer’s ‘pretty little 
Corporal’. It infuriated her and that single act of rebellion put her on the Defence blacklist.   
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I asked Jeanine what her coping strategy was. “Swearing”, she said. “I swore the Darwin 
slang that nobody could understand. And I was also going bush often. I used to take my car 
and just drive. I went to visit people I used to know before Tracy. Getting off base was the 
best thing.”   
But however difficult it was, the work in the Defence Force presented her with 
opportunities of training that her schooling and her family had denied her. It gave her an 
opportunity to test her abilities and achieve great things against all odds. She reflects:  
“They train you as hard and they push you as hard that you don’t even know that 
you can reach this point. We put these benchmarks for ourselves too because 
somewhere in our brain we know that we can succeed in pushing ourselves that 
hard. But on the other hand, we fear to go there. You can succeed and do greater 
things but it also comes with the sense that you can die while doing that, and it 
wouldn’t matter whether you do”. 
This ambivalence haunts her to this day. She says that when tragedy occurs, people rely on 
‘uniform’. They expect men and women in uniform to do the unthinkable to save civilians, 
or go where nobody else would dare to venture. When it is all over, people in uniform are 
mostly forgotten. They could be dragged back in the limelight in relation to a sex scandal or 
play a part in a politically motivated scenario, but their lives, their aspirations and their 
ambitions are largely misunderstood or simply ignored. Many times she heard from military 
and civilian authorities alike: “You knew what you signed up for so why are you 
complaining?”  
No, she didn’t know. The divide between military and civilian communities is deep and the 
bridges across the divide are flimsy and unreliable.   
Jeanine was proud of wearing uniform. She said it signified her achievements and ultimately 
defined her identity. The uniform never came off, it sank into her. While in the Defence 
Force she knew that she was doing something that mattered for her country as a whole or 
even internationally, she belonged to those who stood between chaos and order; she 
worked to the absolute best of her abilities and kept a high moral ground. She also knew 
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that her mates in uniform would always have her back. “It’s a different story when you are 
out,” she adds.   
1.1.5.        Creative work 
1.1.5.1. Poetry 
These are two poems that Jeanine wrote during our work together. They are the reflection 
of the themes that were domineering in her life: the love-less childhood and the lessons it 
taught her, and the impact of war on the soldiers. The last one was dedicated to her father, 
the Vietnam War veteran who inspired her, although against his will, to join the Defence 
Force. 
The Sixth Chair 
The Chair was never there when I grew up, 
Never safe, did I feel, 
Anywhere for me. 
So I bought a large table and six chairs… 
Over the years 
The Sixth Chair 
Brought a safe haven 
To friends of my Children 
When home was not safe for them. 
The Sixth Chair held them 
In my care in my love. 
Away from violent parents 
Struggling with their own failures 
The Sixth Chair 
KK51: Thesis “Operation Homecoming”   Lena Volkova   n7574444 
45 
 
Held a girlfriend 
Black eye blooded lip 
Battered by her partner. 
She came to me…they always did. 
The table never let anyone go without food. 
A conversation…a moment of being safe. 
 
The Sixth Chair held soldiers, 
Mates of a son in uniform 
Safety was his mum…before Iraq and after Iraq. 
Then it held him before Afghanistan… 
Held his mates on the long, long, empty path home 
To a world that never seemed real. 
The Sixth Chair… 
Will always be there…my own Children 
Have their own Sixth Chair 
It holds mates damaged from war… 
Forgiveness for all my own divorce held 
Recently held a dying mother who never gave love… 
But I gave her care and understanding. 
Simply she never had the Sixth Chair. 
May your homes hold the Sixth Chair. 
It’s sometimes the only safe haven 
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A friend and stranger will find…  
And till the last breath I take, 
I will always have the Sixth Chair… 
Men in ‘can’t see me’ Greens 
A sigh escapes your lips as shoulders slump 
A frown furrows deep within your 
Sleeping thoughts 
With faces and events… 
Clandestine images flicker unrelenting 
As soldiers in ‘can’t see me’ greens walk on in silence 
Cicada’s scream monotonously into their combat fatigued thoughts 
Sweating…you smell the pungent smoke of damp 
Cigarettes 
Hauntingly blended with the sweet muskiness 
Of Asian rainforests in the ‘Wet’ 
Silent faces of mates who never knew the rules… 
Of coming back 
…Alive… 
Stare past you… 
Body bags line jungle tarmacs in the heat 
With ‘choppers’ forever in the sky. 
You pinch your eyes to stop the tears. 
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Muscles tense and knot, 
Knuckles turn white 
As you fight the rage… 
…The fear… 
As tears fall in the night. 
I wonder at the legacy of Vietnam 
That took young boys to fight 
To die as men, 
Leaving others to survive an endless war 
Fragmented in their minds. 
Because… 
Men in ‘can’t see me’ greens 
Aren’t supposed to cry like boys 
In the dark of night 
…Are they…? 
 
1.1.5.2. Digital story  
Poetry made Jeanine focus on what was important, to find the spot that was still sore and 
tell about it in the digital story. It came as a surprise to her that both themes eventually 
found its place in the digital story. She wrote a script quickly  it took her a week as if it 
was all ‘in her head’ already. I helped her to select the photographs and then recorded her 
narration of the story and edited it myself. Jeanine wasn’t interested in the editing process 
as it was physically painful for her to sit in front of the computer for a prolonged period of 
time. The story titled “Generation of uniforms, medals and hard calls” is now published on 
KK51: Thesis “Operation Homecoming”   Lena Volkova   n7574444 
48 
 
two social media sites, “Story Labyrinths” and “The Difficult Return”, attracting the attention 
of both military and the civilian communities.  
https://www.facebook.com/Story-Labyrinths-901143979950559/?fref=ts  
https://www.facebook.com/The-Difficult-Return-153667128150433/?fref=ts  
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Script: 
Generations of Uniforms, Medals and Hard Calls 
I was born in Darwin. My birth mother died of complications. Illegal adoption – it was the 
White Australia Policy as insidious piece of legislation that was simply Australia’s version of 
apartheid.  
 
Adopted by a military man and his wife, he told me I was too white to be black and the 
white is on my original Birth Certificate.  
 
It was a hard, cold, empty childhood. She hated me. How I lived to 18 months was because 
of Him. She should never have been given me.  I never belonged. 
The Vietnam Years…had a man more away than home. By the time I was 3, he had been 
away 2 and a half years of my life.  
 
The Vietnam years had streets with kids with absent Dads…Army, RAAF, Army, Navy living 
side by side in poor suburbs. We never asked ‘where is your Dad?’ Teachers would ask and 
we would say, ‘just away on exercise or overseas’.  
 
They were silent streets, with wives talking over wooden fences and kids growing up hard 
and silent. When they came home, they sat in cars with the music on, windows shut… Men 
with thousand K stares.  
 
We were the kids that froze in the classroom when a uniform came to the door, always with 
a Padre, and you knew someone in your class would be told their Dad was dead…We 
became kids with more knowledge of life than civvie kids.  
 
We got into trouble more, we had attitude, street smart, too many schools across each 
state and territory, and overseas. It was normal to us. I had been around Australia by the 
time I was 10. I went to 10 schools, my twins to 9 and my youngest to 13… 
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But they had a Mum who knew how to even their education, give them self-esteem. I had a 
mother who hated me; you get that when you are adopted.  
Cyclone Tracy hit Christmas Eve, 1974 took the girl I was, replacing her with a stranger, with 
attitude and anger and an empty sadness.  It destroyed any documents I could find to find 
my birthparents.  
 
I enlisted in the WRAAF in 76 and then equality 77 to Airwoman.  Married a man in uniform 
and had twins plus one.  Then my son enlisted in the Army…I became a soldier’s Mum.  
 
He says I am the strongest person he knows, ‘Mum your life’s been hell…’ I have done ‘hard 
calls ‘decisions’ for civvies translation. And I have…the hardest were the years of his 
deployments to Afghanistan. 
 
‘Mum I need you, I’m deployed be here January’ ‘Old Girl, promise me no tears, need you to 
be the strong one, I need you, in case I come home in an envelope…no tears – deal breaker’ 
 
My adoptee father’s family history is one of uniforms from the 1840’ arriving here in 1852 – 
every generation served and some died, the others came home with eyes so old…eyes I have 
seen all my life. My son’s now out, his eyes are old eyes…and his voice is silent to me 
stronger.  
 
1964 had Dad get the BEM (British Empire Medal). I stood watching a Dad older than other 
Dads, a Flight Sergeant getting an award that I knew even at 7, had set the bar to a height I 
would and never did reach or surpass.  
 
He taught me to march at 8, taught me Pigeon English. And taught me Morse Code at 10. I 
now care for him, a 37 year Veteran.   
 
I enlisted in 17…a girl who had survived Cyclone Tracy and a hell of a childhood. The uniform 
never comes off…it can’t, I gave an oath to my country, Queen and God at 17. That oath is 
for life – not just for the years of service. 
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Sometimes…there are too many uniforms and medals and the duty and silence can be a tad 
hard.  It does not get easier….but it makes you strong.  
 
1.1.6. On reflection  
Oral history interviews conducted over six months allowed Jeanine to examine her life 
experiences and evaluate their impact on her identity. Reflecting on the process, she said 
that it was empowering and eye-opening. Telling her story on her own terms and in her own 
time, allowed her to make certain cause and effect connections and reach important 
closures. It created a sense of agency and ownership over her life story, and promoted 
confidence and self-esteem. It also built a foundation for the creative process. In the course 
of the interviews, Jeanine came to a conclusion regarding the main themes that dominated 
in her life and she decided on the genre in which these themes would be interpreted. After 
writing a poem and completing the digital story, she said that it felt like a weight had been 
lifted off her shoulders. After decades of caring for her elderly parents and living in a gloomy 
room adjacent to their garage, she felt compelled to move on. She packed up and drove 
across Australia to Perth where she now lives with her youngest daughter. She plans to 
continue writing and to publish her poems and stories for children.  
From a research point of view, the transcripts’ analysis presented some interesting data. 
When I started to code the transcripts, I realised that the normal coding process would not 
reveal the true nature of the narrative as every bit of data carried a layer of meanings. For 
example, a paragraph that would usually be coded as ‘family’ could also be coded as 
‘independence’, ‘adoption’, ‘identity’ and ‘loneliness’. Therefore, I adopted the approach of 
the National Library of Australia and replaced codes with tags. Tagging helped to analyse the 
rich plethora of data and make an important conclusion in regards to the identity of the 
research subject as almost every analysed passage had a ‘uniform’ tag, among others.  
It was at this crossroad where research met creativity. The notion of ‘uniform’ became the 
key to understanding the strengths and weaknesses of Jeanine’s character and her struggle 
to find her place in civilian life. As she said in the interview: “The Defence uniform matches 
what you already have in your life.” For Jeanine, uniform is related to a set of ideas and 
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ideals that she carries. Because of this deep connection to the core of her being, the 
uniform is still on and will never come off. It made her very strong and resilient when she 
had to perform to the best of her abilities and very vulnerable at other times. When she left 
the Defence Force, she found herself isolated and lonely, and unable to connect with people 
around her. Oral history interviews, followed by the creative process, established a safe 
place to explore further self-development.   
1.2. Case study on Debra Morris: “Reclaiming the self”.  
Subheadings:  Childhood, the Defence, Cancer.  
Debra is a 37-year-old Australian Defence Force (Navy) veteran. She is the sole parent of 
two children, an eight-year-old daughter and an eleven-year-old son. They are renting a 
townhouse in a suburb not far from the Brisbane CBD. It is an elegant place filled with works 
of art. It is spacious, sunny and quiet. An impressive rustic table built of reclaimed timber 
takes centre stage in Debra’s lounge room. Its surface is rough and when I run my fingers 
along its crevices and nail holes, I imagine myself reading a Braille book. The table tells its 
story by touch. This is the place where all the interviews, tea drinking and post-interview 
conversations took place.   
Debra grew up in a Christian environment. Her father was a Minister of the Seventh Day 
Adventist Church and then worked for the Department of Corrections; therefore, the family 
travelled from posting to posting. Debra was born in New Zealand, but soon after, they 
moved to Australia. During her life she experienced sexual abuse, firstly as a child and then 
as a young Navy recruit. These experiences isolated her from her peers and made her long 
for safe connections, through family and friendship.  
Debra is a breast cancer survivor. At the time we met, she was undertaking her last series of 
chemotherapy and radiotherapy. Despite her condition, she was very eager to participate in 
the study. She has a profound interest in the works of human psyche and deeply believes in 
the healing power of creative writing. Debra has written poetry since her high school years 
and she confesses that poetry and reflective journaling often comforted her during the 
bouts of depression and anxiety she experienced. Also, at the beginning of the project she 
was undertaking a PhD in Human Geography. In her case, the choice of study area is far 
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from random. Using the methodology of Autoethnography she seeks to describe and 
systematically analyse personal experience in order to connect her autobiographical story to 
wider cultural, political and social meanings and understandings.  
Debra’s story is like the tabletop – horrible scars, deep holes and rough edges that 
nevertheless, together create a luringly beautiful texture and leave a lasting impression. She 
too has tried to reclaim herself, to piece together her life experiences — weathering the 
ugly and difficult to discover some kind of meaning in all that has happened, and try to 
move on. Her story is one of reclaiming herself.   
1.2.1. Childhood 
I collected information about Debra’s childhood from two sources: our interviews and the 
report she submitted to the police in regards of her sexual abuse as a child. The report was 
thorough and detailed and helped me to understand her early family life much better.   
Debra was born in New Zealand in a Christian family of the Seventh Day Adventists. The 
second child in the family, she had two brothers and two sisters. Her father was a Church 
Minister and the family moved from posting to posting. They lived both in metropolitan and 
rural areas and she remembers her early life as transient. It was a very poor household. Her 
mother always baked her own bread because there was no money to buy bread from the 
shop. There were no new clothes either. Debra remembers: “Mother would make them 
herself”. Despite the fact that she was a qualified school teacher, it was a standard division 
of labour within their family, as Debra adds: “Dad was a breadwinner and Mum was a stay-
at-home housewife”.  
Even though they lived almost in poverty, Debra remembers her early life as a happy one. 
She loved New Zealand. As far as she remembers, she enjoyed being outside in nature, 
exploring forests and venturing into sacred Maori places. She describes herself as a very 
thoughtful, contemplative child, a deep thinker with a vivid imagination. Although a people-
pleaser by her own definition, she had a capacity to be alone, creating her own world.  
Living in a state of transience taught Debra tolerance and acceptance of people. She 
developed resilience and self-reliance and learned to adapt and integrate easily. Until the 
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age of 11, she didn’t have anyone except her family — no friends or support network. In her 
own words: “Because of transience, I didn’t have a community I could hold onto or belong 
to – no one that would be there for me all the time”. However, it seemed very normal to her 
as a child. She had her own little world and she was very happy in this world.  
A lot changed when Debra’s younger brother was killed in a motor accident. She witnessed 
her mother’s devastation and remembers making a commitment to herself to never make 
other people unhappy. She said that it intrinsically impacted on many decisions that she 
later made. About three years ago she decided to break this contract. She said she wanted 
to let this concept go as it was no longer who she was.   
After that tragedy, her older brother started to abuse her sexually, when she was just five 
years old. It continued until she turned 11 and found the courage to stop it. The situation 
was very hard and confusing. She was convinced by her brother that it was no more than his 
brotherly love. He bullied her into doing it over and over again, even trying to prostitute her 
out to his friends. The abuse shaped her childhood and determined her personality of a 
loner. It affected the way she viewed the world. She felt disconnected as she couldn’t tell 
anybody, let alone her own family, of what had happened. 
Her perception of herself was in fact reinforced by the family. Through her childhood she 
was the black sheep, never doing anything right in the eyes of other family members. In her 
teenage years, Debra developed an eating disorder. She says: “It’s like the world is enforcing 
this internal view that you are not right. As a child you learn how to be in the world and 
where your place is”. For years she thought that she was the crazy one.  
I asked Debra about her sense of home and how it evolved through her life. Initially home 
for her was family, not the place. It was true for the time before her brother died. After that, 
when the abuse started, it left her with the sense of longing for safety. And then the home 
was about safety, belonging and connection. As soon as she finished high school, she left 
home which had a ripple effect on her family. Soon after that her parents separated, with 
her siblings choosing to stay with their mother.  
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1.2.2. The Defence Force 
The Defence Force wasn’t Debra’s first choice of career. She went to university but that 
didn’t last. Despite her sound academic abilities, she had very low self-esteem and she 
couldn’t hold onto a job, maintain study or have a fulfilling relationship. All of her early 
relationships were abusive. In her own words: “That’s how you’ve been programmed. How 
would you know anything better? It takes your power, your awareness to break this loop”. 
Joining the Defence signified a fresh start in life.  
Joining the Navy appealed to Debra’s sense of adventure, but most of all to her sense of 
service to her nation. It became clear in the interview that after the years of abuse and 
neglect she was seeking to attain self-worth through her career and to find a new family 
where she would belong and be cared for. By becoming a Navy recruit, she put a lid firmly 
on the boiling pot of her past troubles. Or so she thought. 
Debra aimed high, eager to become an officer, but first she had to pass her recruit training 
at the HMAS Cerberus. She remembers it fondly as it was a lot of fun. Being an overachiever, 
she graduated with the ‘Recruit of the intake’ award and the literacy award. She was very 
close to getting the academic and the ‘Sportsman of the intake’ awards too. She could 
outrun most of the male recruits and do more push-ups. Most of the boys didn’t like the 
girls achieving more than them and Debra noticed they deliberately created friction to make 
it harder for her. There was no point confronting them. She just ignored it and kept going. 
She observed how their instructors tried to break an individual and mould them into the 
group mentality. The team comes first at all cost, they were told, and she enjoyed being a 
team player. She was a fit, vibrant young recruit and even shaved off her hair. When she 
graduated and moved to the next level of training, Debra’s commanding officer said that she 
expected to see her in officer training in six months.    
However, it never happened. Although she succeeded in her studies, Debra was denied a 
certificate because during this time she attended class drunk, every day. Her drunkenness 
was a result of being raped by one of her commanding officers who took advantage of his 
higher rank and their friendship. He had been her instructor in recruit training and she 
trusted him completely. For thirteen weeks he had taught everyone, including Debra, that 
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when he said: “Jump!” they should jump without questioning the command. When, the next 
morning, he drove her back to the base he warned her: “You can’t tell anybody about this or 
I will be in trouble”. When you are moulded into thinking that a team is superior to an 
individual and always comes first, you indisputably comply with what you have been told to 
do. Debra was aware of half a dozen other women who had been in such situations. She 
knew that nobody would believe her because the mentality of the time was that: “She was 
asking for it”. And, yes, she was very attractive prey for unscrupulous minds — she was 
intelligent, good-looking and athletic. She was an achiever. She was left with only one 
option in her mind: to turn inward and die. After that occurred Debra turned to alcohol, and 
any previous ideas or ambition of going into officer training disappeared in smoke.  
Debra says: “When sexual abuse happens in the military, its impact is much more damaging 
because the person who abuses you is perceived as your brother. You see all of them as 
your brothers. You think they have your back at all times and that you are mates for life. It’s 
about the community and belonging and being a friend. It is a double betrayal and it hurts 
hard. And it explains why you don’t voice it”.  
Leaving her parents’ home, she set sail to find a sense of belonging and a new family but 
instead she was abused again. Her journey of finding home therefore, re-started with a jolt 
and continued for many years ahead.  
At first Debra blamed herself for what had happened. She beat herself up for not finding the 
strength to confront this officer. When, after graduating, she was posted to a desk job in 
Sydney, she continued to bury her self-hatred in drinking. She met a lot of decent people in 
the Defence but she was completely disillusioned with it as an organisation. She never 
belonged there, she thinks. She wanted the camaraderie and a sense of adventure while 
serving her country but she never got it. It was raped out of her. For her, it constituted a 
double stigma: the abuse itself and the fact that she didn’t serve as she wanted to.  
From my previous research, I concluded that the ultimate goal for a service man or woman 
is an overseas deployment and/or combat assignment. They train hard for that and they put 
up with a lot of hardships. They sacrifice the time with their families and postpone 
important events in order to be ready when they are called up. They eagerly wait for the 
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chance to perform “the best job in the world” with the price tag of perhaps being killed. 
Debra continues: “They return back glorified. They might have got post-traumatic stress but 
society supports them and goes out of its way to treat them properly. Nothing of that 
happened to me and women like me”. After a pause she adds: “We are socialised into a 
culture where we are supposed to fuck them and if we don’t, then they rape us”. 
There is a perception of what women can and can’t do in their roles in the Defence. Debra 
says: “When you move from a profession traditionally perceived as a female occupation into 
the trades, you always hear the boys say: ‘She can’t do as much as we do’. It is very 
patriarchal. So you are always up against this wall. The women who move into these 
professions are always overachieving to prove themselves. You are not allowed to be 
mediocre. You have to perform to the top of your abilities all the time. There is a clear 
separation of roles and it is especially evident in the combat roles. We are expected to fail 
them”.   
However, it is not just the patriarchy in the system. It is class/rank standing that is the 
problem. Debra continues: “Every sex scandal reported lately in the media has involved 
young women training as officers or serving as officers at the beginning of their careers. It 
goes without saying that they will be supported. The Department of Veterans’ Affairs will 
pay compensations and will provide treatment and psychological support. Nobody will ever 
pay attention to what had happened to a sailor, a recruit, or a private. They are not worth it. 
And then if a Royal Commission is open to everybody it will cost a lot of money and nobody 
wants to spend that amount of cash. You feel defeated and let down by the system before 
you even thought of starting the fight”. 
Debra met her husband in the Navy but it turned out to be an unhappy relationship. She 
started to exhibit symptoms of post-traumatic stress, such as anxiety attacks, eating 
disorder and depression, and furthermore, she fell pregnant. She went to several military 
psychologists but they all trivialised her condition. They attributed it to a ‘boyfriend issue’ or 
a ‘baby issue’, putting her into a ‘female-specific’ pigeonhole. She thinks that she fell 
pregnant because she wanted something of her own, her own family. Debra’s child was also 
a way out of the Defence and would give her distance from all the negative experiences she 
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had in the Force. It is still very upsetting to her because the Defence initially gave her an 
escape, freedom and a sense of self and belonging and now she reviles it. 
Debra’s husband never believed her story about the rape and never supported her. She felt 
she had the same treatment in her new family as she had had in the Defence. This is why 
she shuns this organisation now and she doesn’t want to be identified as a veteran. She 
says: “The same attitude flows through the majority of my male colleagues. We women 
belong to a highly patriarchal society and we are not a part of it. We are not a part of the 
Boy’s Club no matter how much we outdo them. They keep saying: ‘Women always 
complain, they always worry, slide it under the carpet — it’s private business!’ How many 
women are involved in the RSL? Hardly any. And if they are, their role is to do the cooking”.  
Debra walked away from her marriage as she had walked away from the Defence. She came 
to Brisbane and enrolled at university. To be an independent woman is hard. She is handling 
two roles, being both Mum and Dad for her children and she is raising them by setting a 
positive example.   
1.2.3. Cancer 
“Because of cancer, I hit my midlife crisis at 29, not at 39 like everybody else and it taught 
me a lot.”  
Debra was diagnosed with breast cancer in February 2015. She recently became the sole 
parent for her two children, completed an undergraduate degree with honours and was 
looking after her mother who had terminal cancer. She thought: “What else are you going to 
throw at me, Universe?” In retrospect, she realised that the emotional stress she was under 
for a long time and her past traumatic experiences were major contributors to her disease. 
When Debra was diagnosed with cancer she didn’t have time for reflection. She needed to 
organise her life and the life of her children around her treatment. She said: “I realised that 
it was going to be a long year and I would become very sick, so being a single mum, I had to 
be prepared for all eventualities”.  
The day she went to her first surgery was the day Debra was supposed to start her PhD. She 
had been working on resolving her traumatic Navy and childhood experiences and felt she 
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was in a good space at last and that 2015 would be ‘her year’. Instead, she found herself in 
emotional turmoil, struck by an overwhelming sense of grief. Composing herself was hard 
but in defiance of her fate she began researching cancer. She spoke with different 
practitioners and medical doctors and as a result, she finished up with a great team around 
her: a very knowledgeable GP, a fantastic surgeon and an oncologist with a holistic approach 
to health and wellbeing.  
Still, it was just the beginning of her journey. Cancer had spread into her lymphatic system 
and soon after the operation she needed to start chemotherapy. At this news she finally 
broke down and cried.  
The first week of treatment hit Debra hard. There were a lot of side effects and she lost her 
hair. She describes her condition as ‘chemotherapy cabin fever’. She says: “You don’t have 
the strength to participate in life but even if you could, you don’t have immunity to protect 
you. You watch everyone around you participating in life and forgetting about you — 
eventually. There were days when I didn’t have the energy to crawl out of bed but I had to 
get up somehow to take my children to school, and the look on their faces when they saw 
their mother without any hair or eyebrows … that look was heartbreaking. Or the nights 
when you have thrown up everywhere and you know you have to clean up after yourself. 
It’s very difficult, especially if you used to be a highly functioning, effective person, a multi-
tasker”.  
Despite the pain, Debra describes having cancer as a journey to find her true self. She had a 
lot of strength as a person before and she was excited about the future, but did she feel 
compassion for herself? Possibly not. She was very hard on herself. She says: “There were 
no disruptions during chemotherapy; you have to sit with yourself. And then any 
experiences you are not comfortable with begin to surface. Before, I would have 
rationalised them by cutting off any emotions, but by then I welcomed emotions. It was 
painful but I kept digging: Why do I feel like that? What is it attached to? Why am I triggered 
by that? And eventually, I got it. There is a hook that exists in your body, in your mind — the 
validation of who you are is installed there by somebody else and all your experiences and 
your beliefs hang off this hook. I was able to un-hook it. What a release. There were a lot of 
tears though”.    
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For Debra it was closely related to the issue of control. During the interview she revealed 
that the sense of needing control over her life comes from past experiences when she 
lacked control and yet needed it desperately. A fear of losing control is natural. Debra 
describes it as: “A desire to keep everything nice and structured”. With cancer, the control is 
taken away from you. So when you come to this moment, you face the fear of losing 
yourself, of losing what you love and what you believe is you. She used her experience with 
chemotherapy to de-create and de-construct everything in her life. She says: “Chemo broke 
everything in my body. So coming out at the other end was all about re-building and 
creating what I want in my life — for myself. Not based on past experiences and past hurts”. 
Now, Debra feels that there is a lot more depth to her than at the beginning of the year. She 
describes it as a change of balance — from deconstruction to creation and acceptance of 
the impermanent nature of things. It was a tremendous journey, she admits. This 
experience that she doesn’t wish on anybody, has for her been a profoundly healing 
experience — far beyond just beating the cancer.  
It also has had an unexpected twist. Debra has decided to start the PhD, but not in Human 
Geography. Instead, she will focus the research on her own journey of recovery and 
reclaiming herself. She saw it as a golden opportunity to study from the inside what it is to 
go through chemotherapy and survive. And she finally befriended herself. 
 
1.2.4. Creative work 
In Debra’s case, the creative component of the study was altogether different to that of 
Jeanine. It was determined by her personality and her physical condition as she was still 
lacking energy after her cancer treatment. Therefore, her creative work consists of 
journaling which includes specific journaling exercises and a short poem called “Unfinished 
Thought”.  This poem reflects her vulnerability at the start of the study.   
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1.2.4.1. Poetry 
Unfinished Thought 
These voices that are held 
Have been drilled inside of me 
Was trained to hold on fast 
Can’t hear my silent pleas 
No sight of my brothers in arms 
And I wasn’t just 19 
No band played Waltzing Matilda 
There is no Honour wall for me 
1.2.4.2. Journaling 
Initially, journaling had a different purpose. I planned to structure digital stories based on 
the results of a specific journaling exercise known as a List of Hundred. This technique is 
widely used in therapeutic writing (Rainer, 1978; Bolton; Field & Thompson, 2006; Bolton, 
2011; Adams, 1990). It is a time-condenser that allows a writer to summarise all that had 
happened without running the risk of being side-tracked by the urge to reflect on or 
interpret an event or a feeling. It is particularly useful when the writer feels overwhelmed by 
the magnitude of something they wish to describe (Rainer, 1978).  I thought that it would be 
very pertinent for Debra. As we progressed with journaling it became evident to me that 
this exercise was shaping up as her creative practice. It appealed to her interest in 
spirituality, creativity and self-development practices, and nurtured her scholastic mind.  
Debra created two lists, a “Hundred things about Debra that the world should know” 
followed by a “Hundred things I am looking for in my future partner”.  After she produced 
the first list I coded it, grouped the entries by the themes and then presented it to Debra. 
After analysing and discussing the themes with me she compiled her second list.  
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Analysis of the lists 
The most important in % 
Love as nurture   40% 
Integrity, loyalty, truth  24% 
Spirituality and awareness              17% 
Intelligence                17% 
Fun                 11% 
Shared learning              10% 
Spontaneity                9% 
Shared views                8% 
Physical attraction               6% 
Equality                5% 
Shared “likes” – tastes             5% 
Sharing stage: 
Spirituality/awareness  -  spontaneity 
Intelligence  -  shared learning (2) 
Intelligence  -  integrity  -  shared views  -  
equality 
Intelligence  -  spirituality (2) 
Intelligence  -  love as nurture (3)  -  integrity 
(3) 
Intelligence  -  fun (2) 
Intelligence  -  spontaneity 
Integrity  -  shared “likes” 
Integrity  - shared views  -  shared learning 
Integrity  -  equality 
Integrity  -  spirituality/awareness (3) 
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Financial stability              2%  
 
Love as nurture  -  shared learning (3) 
Love as nurture  -  integrity (5) 
Love as nurture  -  physical attraction (3) 
Love as nurture  -  shared views (2)  -  shared 
learning (2) 
Love as nurture  -  fun 
Love as nurture  -  intelligence 
Love as nurture  -  spirituality  -  fun 
Love as nurture   -  equality 
Love as nurture   -  shared views  -  integrity   
Shared views  -  shared learning 
Shared views  -  fun 
Shared learning  -  fun 
Shared likes  -  fun (3) 
Fun  -  spontaneity 
 
 
The results surprised her. She thought of herself as an easy-going adventurous person. It 
was the very thing that she sought in the Navy. However, her carefree, gentle and 
adventurous side scored the lowest points. What emerged from her creative work is the 
sensitive, yet vulnerable person with profound interest in spirituality and a well-developed 
emotional intelligence. The analysis of her second list demonstrated that the most 
important things she expects her partner to have are love, integrity, loyalty and truth. Once 
again, the very things that the Navy denied her. Moreover, judging by the result of the first 
list, being in the Defence Forces perhaps was secondary to her true nature.    
1.2.5. On reflection 
The approach to this case study was informed by two factors: the interest of the research 
subject in their personal growth and physical condition. She was still experiencing the side 
effects of chemo and radiotherapy and was getting tired very quickly. Therefore, I kept the 
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duration of the interviews to approximately 90 minutes and suggested that Debra could do 
journaling and/or creative writing during her own time and at her own pace.  
Debra commented that the research played a vital part in her recovery. By taking stock of 
her life in re-telling it to a researcher, she was able to clarify several significant issues. It 
became clear to her that she does not need validation from someone else. She is the only 
authority on herself and only she can validate her being. She is open to love but she 
appreciates the complexities of the connection, relationship, and the other person’s inner 
and outer self/life.  She said that she understands why she got cancer. It enabled her to 
disassemble her life, examine it, and let go of what was harmful, irrelevant, damaging and 
diminishing. She is putting her life back together now. It’s not easy but she is coming to the 
process with a different point of view.  
The combination of oral history interviews and journaling facilitated the process of self-
validation. As a result of our work, Debra felt strong enough to approach Mates4Mates, the 
military charity group and the exclusively male club so far, to become a member and a 
trailblazer for other women in the military. She felt compelled to start exercising and 
competing with men in Mates4Mates, and to create a women’s team. She wanted to 
integrate this in her life and by doing so to work on the issues related to her sexual abuse 
when she was in the Navy. She said she wanted to be a part of healing together with the 
men. She was confident that it would lead to real healing of both men and women in the 
military. 
For me as a researcher, it confirmed the capacity of oral history alone to facilitate positive 
changes in the lives of the participants. For Debra, it was enough to regain her power as a 
woman and as a military veteran and to move on with her life. Debra didn’t complete the 
study as planned but she completed it on her own terms. She fell in love and started a 
relationship. It was very powerful and consumed her completely. She was happy for the first 
time in many years. I consider it to be the most important and successful outcome of the 
study. When I met her a month ago she was undertaking treatment for her PTSD, an on-
going process for many ADF veterans. She was still happy in her relationship. She was 
fascinated by the impact and outcomes from her storytelling during this study and is looking 
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forward to creating her own digital story when she feels she truly has recovered. In the 
meantime, she continues to write poetry.   
2. Conclusion: The researcher’s journey  
The practice-led research project Operation “Homecoming” Australia presented an 
opportunity to devise a number of practical strategies to assist female Defence Force 
veterans transitioning into civilian life. As was evident from the research this transition can 
last for decades leaving the veterans in ‘no-man’s land’ and leading to the feelings of 
inadequacy and loneliness. If a veteran experienced any type of psychological trauma, such 
as sexual abuse and harassment, gender oppression and partner violence, then they also 
carry a lot of stigma, making the search for a new civilian identity a very difficult and heart-
wrenching endeavour.  
The project aimed at designing an innovative narrative-based practice to help female 
veterans recognise, embrace and articulate their new identity, as well as foster self-
representation and confidence. Through the series of oral history interviews, creative 
writing, journaling and digital storytelling conducted in a non-threatening environment, 
such as in the participants’ homes, and undertaken at their own pace, the participants 
attempted to unpack complex issues related to their difficult homecoming.   
2.1. Outcome 
The outcomes of the project were both tangible and intangible. Tangible outcomes include a 
digital story and three poems by the participants, but these are far outweighed by the 
intangible outcomes. The flexible approach that was deliberately introduced in the study 
allowed the participants to choose the medium through which they wanted to communicate 
their thoughts and inspired confidence in their ability to create art.  
They confirmed that they felt safe sharing their stories and experiences, and that it brought 
a validation to their lives and gave them a sense of agency.  The key element of the process 
was to let participants examine their lives on their own terms. Nobody was holding them by 
the hand and giving them instructions; my aim as a researcher and a facilitator of this 
process was to gently assist them by asking questions and creating possibilities to make art. 
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The medium of storytelling as an art form allowed them to examine their experiences as if 
through a magnifying glass. It created opportunities to find out what was really important 
and brainstorm possible solutions. They held the power over the process and what they 
found out about themselves was their own accomplishment. It was empowering.  
They also affirmed that various modes of narrative reconstructions, such as journaling and 
oral history, transformed their traumatic memories into tolerable forms, which made them 
more manageable. Creative practice allowed them to re-live these experiences but to look 
at them from the safe distance of the present day and from a position of a wise survivour. 
They created beautiful and contemplative pieces that made them think about their lives as a 
lives well lived and something to be proud of. Transforming traumatic memories into works 
of art not only decidedly separated them from the traumatic events but more importantly 
eliminated the stigma that was associated with the event. I would argue that a possibility to 
publish their work in the future, whether online or in print, will bring more validation and 
recognition of their experiences and will in turn create a ripple effect that could possibly 
inspire other women in the military to do the same.  
The research brought into light the issues of discrimination against women in the Defence 
Force. It became clear that the institution of Defence is still a very patriarchal one and that 
women have to fight hard to earn their place in ‘the boys club’.  They often give up and 
resign refusing to be denigrated any longer, and for years to come they do not want to be 
considered as Defence veterans. This is the way they rebel against the outdated culture of 
the ADF.    
In this regard, I found a suggestion by one of the study participants to devise a program 
where women veterans will be undertaking psychological treatment together with their 
male counterparts to be very interesting. She stressed that true healing can be achieved 
only if men and women of the ADF heal together. I would argue that at least at the 
beginning of this process there should be a place for women to work on their issues 
separately from men. It became clear to me in the process of the research that some stories 
are too private to share in a mixed gender group. However, I am confident that the program 
tested in this study could be implemented in both settings.  
KK51: Thesis “Operation Homecoming”   Lena Volkova   n7574444 
68 
 
2.2. The researcher’s journey 
In conclusion, I would like to say a few words about the impact this study had on me 
personally. I gained a lot of insight but also encountered many challenges. It was very hard 
to stay focused and calm when the participants shared the darkest parts of their lives; I 
relied on my strength and moral fortitude to carry on the work. I had to think of strategies 
to recuperate after the interviews and found that I could safely vent my anger, grief and 
despair in journaling. I also found it difficult not to slip into friendship, but instead remained 
a compassionate observer at all times.  
Being involved in the study also allowed me to shift the light towards my inner world and 
examine the events of my own life, especially with regards to thinking about the nature of 
love – a subject that has puzzled me for a long time. I am very grateful for the opportunity 
to express my thoughts creatively in the final digital story in this submission. If not for the 
research and for the deep contemplative process that the participants involved me in, I 
would have been unlikely to examine that part of my being.  
2.2.1. Digital story  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Ra5D59CIbg&feature=youtu.be 
https://www.facebook.com/Story-Labyrinths-901143979950559/ 
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Script 
The missing element 
It is an established fact that art has the capacity to transform the traumatic experience in to 
the personal creative power and to be the source of inspiration and support for the others.  
The works of literature, for example, created by the former military veterans helped them as 
much as they helped their readers. They found new purpose.  They re-invented themselves.  
But what if you don’t believe you have it in you to be a writer? What if you dismiss creativity 
altogether as not important, not substantial compared to your war experience? I asked 
myself, what stops us from trusting that we can create and that it might work?  
The answer came unexpectedly in the form of a personal stumble block.  I realised that we 
tend to dislike ourselves and we do it with passion.  That in turn stops us from believing that 
we can write, paint or act or that these are the endeavours worth pursuing.  If this is true for 
me what about the relentless self-punishment and self-hatred that I found to be so common 
in the military veterans, young and old? What about their stigma that blinds and smothers 
any thought of self-worth? What about those who gave up? How is it possible to break that 
mould and convince them to give it a shot? And then again, even some accomplished writers 
and artists commit suicide.  What is missing?  
It turned out that the missing element was Love.  I would have never thought that I would 
venture in this direction and would seriously examine the nature of Love, especially self-love, 
in my thesis.  I am neither sentimental nor ‘new-agie’. I don’t believe that any amount of 
unicorns, imagined or painted on the walls, will heal trauma or prevent a suicide.  The idea 
of self-love seemed at first a bit on the unicorn side. But the block of self-hatred was staring 
me in the face and I started to look for the antidote.    
Trying to capture in one word all that we feel when we are in love, I explored the seductive 
power of lust and the reliability of friendship. None satisfied me as we can’t lust ourselves or 
befriend.  Hitting my elbows on the binaries of lust and friendship I asked again: what do we 
do/feel/experience when we love? I was looking for a common denominator, an office all-
rounder, a metaphor I can work with. And I came up with Nurture.  
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Try to substitute one for another.  Is friendship nurturing? I think so. What about trust and 
respect? Yes, that’s nurture. Even lust has a bit of nurture in it, come to think of it.  
So, I’ll take it and will run with it for a while. It gives me a practical instrument that I can use 
to explain what actions have to be taken. For example, to love aka nurture myself I have to 
stop smoking. As soon as I realised it I lost any desire to light another cigarette. You can love 
yourself by nurturing your mind in reading and studying, by nurturing your soul in friendships 
with those who bring up the best in you, by nurturing your body eating well and exercising. 
When I nurture myself this way I feel confident, strong and relaxed, at peace and in 
agreement with who I am. I think it is a good enough mould-breaker.  
I am back to square One and I am designing the arts-based program for the military veterans 
that will incorporate training in love.  I don’t know what it will be like. It is yet to be 
discovered.  But if I’ll manage to provide the veterans with a platform that will facilitate both 
creativity and nurture I would bet my bottom dollar that it might work.   
2.3. Conclusion: research findings 
The research findings of the study on two female military veterans verified the capacity of 
transmedia storytelling to support reconstruction of the self and foster self-representation 
and confidence. The outcomes of the project were described in the previous chapters.  This 
is the summary of the research findings:   
 The transmedia approach to facilitate reconstruction of identity proved to be most 
appropriate for these research subjects.  They affirmed that various modes of 
narrative reconstructions, such as journaling, poetry, digital storytelling and oral 
history, transformed their traumatic memories into tolerable forms, which in turn  
made them emotionally manageable. It also allowed them to examine their life 
experiences from various angles and brainstorm for possible solutions in the safety 
of the creative practices.  They held the power over the process at all times and it 
created a sense of agency and personal achievement. 
 
 Prolonged one-on-one oral history and creative practice sessions are essential at the 
beginning of the studies that involve female military veterans.  The research 
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determined that there are a lot of personal issues that the participants need to work 
on without a group to judge and discuss  especially if rape (or any act of violence) 
during the military service is part of their story. The process of unpacking of these 
complex issues is very intricate and slow, but it was vital for the subsequent success 
of this project and for the well-being of the veterans.    
 The research determined that the lack of voice of women-veterans could be related 
to their reluctance to be identified as veterans.  The research examined the issues of 
discrimination against women in the Defence force. It became clear that the 
institution of Defence is still deemed as very patriarchal and that women have to 
fight hard to earn their place in ‘the boys club’.  Some have resigned refusing to be 
denigrated, and don’t want to be considered as the Defence veterans. The study 
confirmed that urgent measures should be taken in policymaking and community 
engagement work to meet the needs of this cohort.  
 By scrutinizing the newly identified gaps in research and practice the study charted 
paths for future projects. These will include the design of a narrative-based program 
for homeless veterans and a program for male and female veterans working 
together in a group. It was pointed out by one of the research subjects that true 
healing can be achieved only if men and women of the ADF are healing together.  
2.4. Further research 
During this master’s degree journey, I identified an area of research and practice that I 
would like to build on from this work and explore further.  I would like to design a narrative-
based program that would address and counteract stigma associated with homelessness 
among military veterans. My preliminary research showed that there are more than 3200 
homeless military veterans across Australia (DVA, 2009).  The military veterans’ community 
is unique and with specific needs and has a number of risk factors that contribute to 
homelessness among ex-service men and women.  
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